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Abstract
Becoming Men, Consequently: From “Contraband” to Men Through Naval Service in the
American Civil War.
Micah P. Bellamy
2022
“Becoming Men, Consequently” examines the lives and experiences of African American
sailors, both those free and deemed “contraband,” who served in the U.S. Navy during the Civil
War, providing a narrative look into the history of African American naval service from the
French and Indian War through the Civil War and finishes at the end of World War II.
Examining African American men serving in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War offers a novel
analysis of their reasons for enlistment, experiences in the ranks, life after the navy, and their life
after the navy. The investigation into the question of why African American men would
specifically choose to serve in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War and what benefits the navy
offered black sailors during the war will provide a look into their desire to enlist, while it was
their hard work, discipline, and shared experiences at sea that helped black sailor to shift the
common perception white sailors had and begin to change the perception of them from slaves, or
an inferior race, allowing them to prove themselves not only capable of holding their own aboard
the ship as sailors but as men. As African American men served and fought bravely at sea amidst
growing controversies throughout the nation and aboard their ships, their struggle for freedom
expanded beyond their own lives and paved the way for others to follow in their wake. By
examining diaries, letters, logs, and articles available, I will attempt to determine if their service
in the navy provided them with opportunities they would not have otherwise been afforded after
the war. I desire to build upon the current historical research to provide a better understanding of
their story so that the story of the black men who served in the United States Navy during the
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Civil War can continue to be remembered and better preserved for future generations so that it
may continue to be an example to others.
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PART I: Entering the Navy
Chapter One:
“A problem, which then as now, was only one facet of a much greater problem”
A Historiography of African American Civil War Naval Service

In Colonial America, as young boys began their transition into manhood, their world
turned upside down amidst a political revolution and war. Their mobilization into soldiers
provided them with a unique opportunity. Young men began to enlist into military service to
establish a social network and economic competence that would later afford them the chance of
becoming "men of some consequence," able to attain manly independence. John Ruddiman,
Associate Professor in the History department at Wake Forest University, suggests that "to
understand the soldiers of the American Revolution, we must examine them as young men.”1 A
mere century later, the United States of America found itself fighting in a war once again. The
institution of slavery proved to be the central catalyst for the war as Southern political leaders’
continual resistance to Northern anti-slavery policies, which blocked the expansion of slavery,
eventually led to the South's secession from the Union, beginning in 1860.2 During this period in

1

John Anthony Ruddiman and Joanne B. Freeman, “ProQuest Dissertations and Theses,” ProQuest
Dissertations and Theses, 2010, p. 365. Dr. Ruddiman’s dissertation, which would later become a book by the same
title, inspired me to pursue my Ph.D. in history because of the perspective he took in his research. The way that he
examined an often-neglected part of the war and sought to understand the reasoning behind youths who chose to
enlist and fight in the Revolutionary War inspired me to look at other areas within American History where this
approach could be possible. In my study of the American Civil War, I found that there was very little written
concerning the U.S. Navy during the war, and even less concerning the black men, those who escaped slavery and
those who were free, who chose to enlist and serve in the U.S. Navy. My goal is to use a similar approach to provide
insight into a neglected part of American History, Military History, African American History, and Civil War
History, so that their stories and the memory of their sacrifice will continue so that others can learn of their heroism
and bravery.
2

James M McPherson and David M Kennedy, Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era (Oxford: Oxford Univ.
Press, 1988), vii-viii. See also, “The Secession of South Carolina,” US House of Representatives: History, Art &
Archives, https://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1851-1900/The-secession-of-South-Carolina/.
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American History, the notion of African Americans, especially slaves, being examined as men
was a preposterous concept. Traditional Civil War history replicates the strategic concerns of
both the North and South by their high-ranking and celebrated leaders. Significant battles and
leadership tactics are scrutinized and communicated in detail, focusing on the ever-growing lack
of manpower, resources, leaders, or tactical advantages displayed on both sides of the fight as the
debate over slavery tears the nation apart.
For black men, both those already free and those deemed "contraband," the Civil War
allowed them to pursue their expectations and ambitions of freedom through their decisions and
experiences surrounding naval service. As the country was divided by politics and war, the U.S.
Navy provided black sailors with an atmosphere of opportunity and equality they did not
experience anywhere else. During the Civil War, black sailors shifted the common perception of
them as mere "contraband," property, or as some inferior species, to be seen more as equals by
their shipmates, eventually leading to them being viewed as men. Investigation into the U.S.
Navy’s progressive atmosphere of possibility during the Civil War reveals that black sailors
seized the chance to rise above their perceived status in society and claim their newfound
freedom. Working diligently to learn the ropes and prove themselves to their shipmates, black
sailors endured the challenging life at sea alongside their white shipmates, served the country
they could not claim as their own with valor, and provided the nation with an example of how it
could come together and integrated successfully.
To understand the experience of black sailors of the Civil War, one must examine their
experience entering the navy, their experience serving in the navy, and how their ability to serve
in the navy impacted them upon their leaving the navy at the end of the Civil War. These
experiences shaped how these men experienced freedom, some for the first time, and established
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a precedent that reorients the focus of the Civil War to reveal the social, political, and cultural
transformation that took place within the U.S. Navy that would become the precursor for how to
integrate a nation successfully.
* * *
Flag Officer Silas H. Stringham, the Union Navy’s Atlantic Blockading Squadron
commander, received an unusual communication report from the screw steamer Mt.
Vernon captain one July morning in 1861. However, unlike most reports from officers on
blockade duty, the report from Commander Oliver S. Glisson was hardly routine.
Commander Glisson reported that on July 15, 1861, early in the morning, one of Mt.
Vernon’s lookouts had observed a small boat adrift near the 1858 hexagonal screw pile, Stingray
Lighthouse, in the Chesapeake Bay, east of the entrance to the Rappahannock River. Glisson
ordered a junior officer with a small boat crew to investigate the lighthouse. To the crew’s
surprise, they discovered six black fugitive slaves occupying the lighthouse. The men had left
their boat adrift to avoid detection, finding shelter in the lighthouse throughout the night.3
Throughout the Civil War, numerous slaves continued to escape their bondage in the South
in hopes of a chance at escaping to freedom in the Northern states. Slaves who escaped into
Union lines early in the war were still at risk of being arrested and brought to their masters due to
the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. 4 Fugitives were denied a trial by jury; [were] forbidden to testify
on their behalf; could not summon witnesses, and [were] subject to the law though he might have

3

S. H. Stringham to G. Welles, July 18, 1861 enclosure, Commander Oliver S. Glisson to Flag-Officer
Silas Stringham, July 15, 1861, ORN, 6:8–9. See also “Blockade!”: The Blockading of the Southern Seaports in the
Civil War,” www.civilwarhome/blockade.htm. Additionally, a replica of Stingray Lighthouse is displayed at
Stingray Marina, near Deltaville in Mathews County; see www.cheslights.org/heritage/stingraypt.htm.
4

“The Fugitive Slave Act - The U.S. Constitution Online.” The Fugitive Slave Act - The U.S. Constitution Online USConstitution.net. https://www.usconstitution.net/fslave.html.

4
escaped years before it became law.5 The act also penalized those persons aiding a fugitive by
providing food or shelter with up to six months imprisonment and a fine of $1,000.6
However, on May 23, 1861, three runaway slaves found their way into the camp of Maj.
Gen. Benjamin Butler, commander of the Union forces at Fort Monroe, Virginia. Maj. Gen.
Butler refused to return the three slaves, as their master had rebelled against the Union. Thus, his
slaves, in Butler's opinion, were considered to be "contraband of war," and actively engaged in
strengthening and barricading an enemy fortress, and thus unable to be returned.7 Fugitives who
escaped slavery and free black men longed for the opportunity to fight in the Civil War in hopes
of bringing freedom to others.
An examination into how service in the U.S. Navy shaped and impacted African American
men during the American Civil War and how their actions helped change the perception of black
sailors during the war and inspired those who would follow in their wake. The examination into
the lives of African Americans sailors, both free and "contraband,” who served in the U.S. Navy
during the American Civil War, provides a narrative look into the reasons why they chose to
enlist, specifically in the Union Navy, their experience aboard naval vessels and their
relationships with their shipmates. It reveals how African American sailors rose above the
expectations and perspectives of those around them to prove themselves not merely as sailors but
as men and will attempt to determine if their service in the navy provided them with

5

Williams, Irene E. “The Operation of the Fugitive Slave Law in Western Pennsylvania, from 1850 to
1860.” Western Pennsylvania History: 1918 - 2018. https://journals.psu.edu/wph/article/view/1256/0. 150-160. See
also, Meltzer, Milton. Slavery: A World History. New York: De Capo Press, 1993.
6
7

Ibid. 150.

The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies,
Series I, vol. II. Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1885, p. 52, Series II, vol I. p. 752.
Hereafter cited as ORA, with volume references for series I, unless otherwise indicated.
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opportunities they would not have otherwise been afforded after the war. Further examination
into these young black sailors confronts not only the persistent assumptions commonly attributed
to slaves but reveals how black sailors, regardless of their status, served and fought bravely at sea
amidst growing controversies throughout the nation and aboard their ships.8 Finally, it is the
story of black sailors whose struggle for freedom expanded beyond their own lives and paved the
way for others to follow in their wake.
Investigation into the diaries, letters, logs, and articles available to build upon the current
historical research provides a better understanding of their story so that the story of the black
men who served in the United States Navy during the Civil War can continue to be remembered,
and better preserved for future generations so that it may continue to be an example to others.
* * *
The narrative surrounding the historiography of African Americans who served in the
United States Navy during the Civil War has lacked substantial research. However, over the past
three decades, historians have begun to delve into the research and provide much-needed insight
into the role not only the Union Navy played in the Civil War but also the role those African
American men held. Chapter One: “A problem, which then as now, was only one facet of a much
greater problem,” examines and critiques earlier historiography of black sailors and their role
within the framework of Civil War history to explain shortcomings surrounding African
American service in the United States Navy.
Chapter Two: “Many of them are among my best men.” From Inclusion to Increasing
Exclusion, 1755 – 1850, identifies African American men's role in combat from the French and

8

The term “boy” was the name of the lowest ranking position aboard a naval vessel, but it also became a
derogatory term when applied to black sailors, as it was often used to describe not only their rank upon the ship but
also in society at that time.
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Indian War through the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812. It addresses the setting in
which black men in America found themselves following the War of 1812, as many free black
men found work on merchant vessels where they experienced a level of equality amongst their
shipmates and continues to examine their reaction as tensions began to arise between the
northern and southern states. This chapter supports the notion that black men were neither
passive nor inactive in their fight for freedom, provided the limitations of their service.
Chapter Three: “The only people in the history of the world…that ever became free
without any effort of their own.” A Desire to Fight for a Desire of Freedom, examines the rising
tensions between the states regarding the issue of slavery following the Fugitive Slave Act and
the Dred Scott Decision. It will also investigate the rising number of “contraband” men escaping
their enslavement who desired to turn around and enlist in the navy to help fight against slavery.
This chapter continues to disprove the notion that enslaved people were passive in their attempts
at freedom and seeks to understand why fugitive slaves, along with free black men, would desire
and seek enlistment in the U.S. Navy.
Chapter Four: “Having muskets on their shoulders, and bullets in their pockets.” African
American Experience in the Naval Ranks is also an investigation into why black men would
choose to enlist in the United States Navy instead of the United States Army. It also examines
the level of their training, their experiences of life aboard the ship, their relationships with their
fellow shipmates, and what roles they filled aboard the various vessels within the fleet and
compares them to black soldiers serving in the U.S. Army. Additionally, it will look at pay and
benefits, rank promotion, medical care, their relationships with their white shipmates, and how
discipline was handled aboard the ship, and will discuss the challenges these men faced
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considering the risk of their recapture and return to slavery if they were ever caught, as well as
their experiences engaged in combat against Confederate ships.
Chapter Five: “It was through the efforts of these veterans that they and we older ones
enjoy our liberty to-day,” Looking Forward - The Impact of Black Sailors on the U.S. Navy. This
chapter attempts to answer if the service of black sailors in the navy helped to change the
perception of the capability of black men as sailors and if that perception opened more
opportunities for future sailors in the United States Navy. Finally, it will serve as a testament to
the character and valor of those men who, after escaping slavery, chose to fight for the freedom
of those still in bondage, risking their lives and freedom. It attempts to tell their story, so the
memory of their sacrifice will live on, and the story of their becoming men, consequently, would
be a testament to their unwillingness to be defined by the society around them. Instead, they
chose to be defined by their actions.
Focusing on the Civil War, the U.S. Navy, and the black sailors who served during the war,
this research will provide a new generation with information concerning U.S. history, military
history, and African American history. The goal is to amalgamate the available information into
a better understanding of their story so that their story can continue to be an example to others
and so that their story can be remembered and better preserved for future generations- providing
a fresh look at the challenges, experiences, and sacrifices of black sailors who fought with honor,
courage, and commitment during the war.
The historical writing centered around the American Civil War is extensive. Historians
have consistently focused their attention on furthering their understanding of the American Civil
War through a vast collection of memoirs and journals of personal reminiscences, battle
accounts, regimental histories, diaries, newspaper articles, and governmental studies, with an
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overwhelming amount of writing and compounded by historical re-enactors, documentaries,
movies, magazines, and television specials.9 It is astonishing the sheer volume of writings on the
Civil War, while the exact number of books on the Civil War is not known, it is estimated that
there are well over 100,000 books written, with the estimation that there has been an average of
more than one book per day published since the end of the war itself.10 While the collection of
writings on the Civil War is continually growing, the examination of specific battles, leaders,
political agendas, and military tactics have become more precise.
Most historical narratives of the Civil War focus the bulk of their attention on the military
tactics utilized in specific battles, the leadership and character of high-ranking individuals,
weapons and ammunition used, the impact of slavery on the war, and the restoration of the
country at the war’s end. For many, their knowledge of the Civil War centers around a few
significant battles in locations like Chancellorsville, Fredericksburg, Bull Run, and Gettysburg.
For others, the Civil War centers around the romanticism of influential leaders on both sides of
the war, with men like "Stonewall" Jackson, George Custer, William Sherman, Robert E. Lee,
and Ulysses S. Grant. However, despite the comparatively comprehensive breadth of historical
research attributed to the American Civil War, there is a severe deficit in the historiography
concerning the U.S. Navy during the war. Although there are some books and articles written
about African American soldiers during the war, many of them center around a few select

9
Most notably, the film Gettysburg (1993), filmed initially as a miniseries for TNT adapted from the 1974
historical novel The Killer Angels written by Michael Shaara, and its prequel, Gods and Generals (2003), both
written and directed by Ronald F. Maxwell. Also, Glory, directed by Edward Zwick, focuses on the Union's first
African American regiment, the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment. More recently, Lincoln (2012) and Free
State of Jones (2016).
10

Christopher Collier and James Lincoln Collier, Slavery and the Coming of the Civil War, 1831-1861 (New York:
Benchmark Books, 2000), 9.; Steven E. Woodworth, The American Civil War: A Handbook of Literature and
Research (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1996), Preface XI.
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segregated U.S. Army units like the Fifty-fourth Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry, often
depicted because of their heroic sacrifice in their pursuit of freedom that in the end was crowned
with “Glory.”11
The historiography of black sailors in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War is almost
nonexistent compared to the magnitude of research and attention that other topics related to the
Civil War have received. This dissertation is designed to build upon previous research and
continue to expand the historical narrative surrounding the story of African American sailors
serving in the United States Navy during the Civil War.
The earliest work in the historiography concerning the involvement of African Americans
in the United States Navy originated in the mid-1940s, later expanded in the 1970s by research
documented in two doctoral dissertations. In an article originally published in 1947 entitled “The
Negro in the Union Navy,” Herbert Aptheker became the pioneer in researching the involvement
of African Americans who served in the United States Navy during the Civil War. More than
eighty years after the end of the war, Aptheker explored a “void” that he determined was
explicable considering the “general and notorious neglect” of African Americans in American
historiography and created a composite sketch of African American service in the United States
Navy.12 Aptheker's clear and straightforward introductory sketch of African American sailors
and their role in the history of the Civil War remains relevant, almost seventy-five years later, for
anyone desiring to understand the role of African Americans in the Civil War.

11

The popular feature film Glory (1989) conveyed the impression. For further reading, see Martin Henry
Blatt, Thomas J. Brown, and Donald Yacovone, Hope & Glory: Essays on the Legacy of the Fifty-Fourth
Massachusetts Regiment (Amherst: University of Massachusetts in association with Massachusetts Historical
Society, Boston, 2009), Clinton Cox, Undying Glory: the Story of the Massachusetts 54th Regiment (Lincoln, NE:
iUniverse, Inc., 2007).
12

Aptheker, Herbert. "The Negro in the Union Navy." The Journal of Negro History 32, no. 2 (1947): 169-200.
doi:10.2307/2714852. 169.
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Aptheker incorporated numerous aspects of life as African American sailors, including
reasons for and methods of enlistment, recognition of individual sailors, statistics of personnel
and casualties. He focused on the history of African American service in earlier American wars,
with considerable reliance on the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies in the
War of Rebellion (ORN) as a source of primary material, Aptheker provided a unique, yet an
incomplete examination of African American naval service.13 The brevity of Aptheker’s research
prevented him from developing a central theme or exploring the depths of specific subjects, and
without substantive evidence, many of Aptheker’s claims were not fully supported. A prime
example was Aptheker’s claim that African American men comprised 10 to 20% of the United
States Navy during and immediately after the War of 1812, based entirely on the “testimony of a
distinguished contemporary.”14 Additionally, Aptheker’s research failed to explore the motive
behind the U.S. Navy’s allowing the enlistment of African Americans. Having mentioned the
Navy’s desperate need for manpower following the enormous expansion of naval vessels,
Aptheker overlooked any discussion of the political implications surrounding the enlistment of
African Americans into the U.S. Navy during the Civil War.15

13

Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies in the War of the Rebellion (30 vols., Washington,
1894-1922). Hereafter cited as ORN, with volume references for series I, unless otherwise indicated. Compiled by
the Federal Government between 1894 and 1927, the ORN contains a collection of official documents, orders, and
messages of the Union and Confederate navies and their respective Navy Departments and governments. Although a
valuable source of information, the ORN is limited as it only reflects a military perspective of the Civil War.
Additional sources will provide social or political opinions that may further expand or provide greater depth.
14

ORN 171. Aptheker’s methods for determining the number of African Americans who served in the Union Army
were based upon an appraisal by Secretary of the Navy John D. Long, in 1902, which estimated tht approximately
25% of the total naval personnel (some 29,000 men) were African American. To examine the validity of this
estimation, Aptheker selected a mere three ships to verify the records of their muster rolls, examining the muster
rolls for only one day. Aptheker’s approach has become one of the most persistent criticisms of his work.

15

Aptheker, Herbert. "The Negro in the Union Navy." The Journal of Negro History 32, no. 2 (1947): 169-200.
doi:10.2307/2714852. 177. Report of Secretary of the Navy, Dec. 7, 1863, serial number 1183, p. xi; Report of the
Secretary of the Navy, Dec. 5, 1864, serial number 1221, p. xxiii; from 1861 to 1865, a total of 1,059 vessels were
commissioned by the Navy. These are listed by name in ORN, ser. II, vol. I, pp. 15-23.
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In 1973, David L. Valuska became the first to provide a significant reexamination of
African American sailors serving in the Civil War since 1947. Valuska’s dissertation, The Negro
in the Union Navy, 1861-1865, built upon Aptheker’s original research to provide a deeper well
of information on the topic.16 In the early twentieth century, the secretary of the navy was asked
to give an account regarding the service numbers of African American men during the Civil War.
Senior officers who served during the war stated that they remembered approximately onequarter of the enlisted force was black.17 In response, the secretary's office concluded that they
believed the amount of African American men who served in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War
was 29,511. The number was determined by merely taking the total number of navy enlistments
(118,044) and dividing by four.18
In contrast to Aptheker’s surface-level study, Valuska searched through the U.S. Naval
records at the National Archives and developed a daunting list of approximately nine-thousand
names of African American sailors with accompanying demographic information. The
information that included the date and location of enlistment, place of origin, rank at the time of
their enlistment, and prewar occupation provided a look into how many African Americans
participated in the U.S. Navy throughout the Civil War.
In contrast to Aptheker’s surface-level study, Valuska searched through the U.S. Naval
records at the National Archives and developed a daunting list of approximately nine-thousand
names of African American sailors with accompanying demographic information. The

16

Subject Files, Naval Records Collection of the Office of Naval Records and Library, Record Group 45,
National Archives, Washington, D.C
17

Ira Berlin, Joseph P. Reidy, and Leslie S. Rowland, The Black Military Experience. Series II of Freedom: A
Documentary History of Emancipation, 1861–1867 (1982), p. 733.

18

Aptheker, Herbert. "The Negro in the Union Navy." The Journal of Negro History 32, no. 2 (1947): 169-200.
doi:10.2307/2714852. 179.
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information that included the date and location of enlistment, place of origin, rank at the time of
their enlistment, and prewar occupation provided a look into how many African Americans
participated in the U.S. Navy throughout the Civil War.19 Valuska's method used to compile his
list could not ensure an accurate number of African Americans as Navy muster rolls were not
always accurate, and utilized varying descriptors for classifying its sailors, which included
"Negro," "African," "slave," "contraband," and "mulatto" made it, by Valuska's admission,
impossible to achieve an accurate number. The United States Civil War Navy Records revealed
that recruits came from Africa, Europe, Asia, and other areas of the Americas and included some
as far away as the Pacific region and Australia. Among the Americans who served in the U.S.
Navy from 1861 to 1865 were approximately 19,000 African American sailors serving in the
U.S. Navy.20
Additionally, Valuska’s dissertation provided the first argument towards institutional
racism on the part of the U.S. Navy against African Americans, although considered
unsupportable as there was a lack of systematic or official documentary evidence to support the
claim and failed to consider any motives or policies of the U.S. Navy and government when
discussing African American enlistment. While it failed to develop the collected data fully,
Valuska’s list provided a fantastic source for future historians.
By the end of the twentieth century, a research examination took place into the historical
records through a partnership among Howard University, the Department of the Navy, and the

19

David Lawrence Valuska, “The Negro in the Union Navy, 1861-1865,” THE NEGRO IN THE UNION
NAVY: 1861-1865 (dissertation, In PROQUESTMS ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global, 1974),
http://ezproxy.liberty.edu/login?qurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.proquest.com%2Fdissertations-theses%2Fnegrounion-navy-1861-1865%2Fdocview%2F302679603%2Fse-2%3Faccountid%3D12085, 1.
20

Subject Files, Naval Records Collection of the Office of Naval Records and Library, Record Group 45, National
Archives, Washington, D.C
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National Park Service.21 Through the partnership, researchers discovered some eighteen
thousand men of African descent who served in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War and the
names of eleven women who also served in the U.S. Navy during the war. The research
concluded that African Americans constituted twenty percent of naval manpower, nearly double
the proportion of African American soldiers serving in the U.S. Army during the same period.22
In 1975, Michael Goodman made a drastic turn from the format of Valuska's work to
provide his dissertation, Black Tar: Negro Seaman in the Union Navy, 1861-1865, a narrative
study of African American sailors that mimicked the style of Herbert Aptheker. Goodman, an
Englishman, modeled Aptheker as he looked at African Americans' contributions from several
different perspectives. Wherein Aptheker's work provided a brief historical account of African
American sailors serving in the Civil War, Goodman chose to expand his research and provided
a much more extensive examination of the role of African Americans in the U.S. Navy during
the war. Included in Goodman's research was examining the motivation of African Americans to
enlist in the U.S. Navy. Additionally, Goodman sought to understand the difficulties that faced
the Lincoln administration and the Department of the Navy as they considered capitalizing on the
desire of African Americans to fight and serve in the Navy.
Like those who had gone before, Goodman’s The Black Tar failed to provide a readily
identifiable theme, leading Goodman to highlight several accomplishments of African
Americans throughout their service in the U.S. Navy, the era in which American blacks attained
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the height of their maritime achievement.”23 Yet, without a central theme to guide him in his
research, Goodman’s dissertation provided fascinating facts but without any sense of a larger
historical context in view.
These early pioneers in the study of African Americans sailors during the Civil War each
represented different schools of Civil War thought. Aptheker, a known Marxist, generated an
interpretation that reflected a perspective that saw the Civil War as an intractable conflict
concerned with the righteousness of slavery, which emphasized the horrific nature of slavery- at
the same time, it suppressed the rights of those enslaved. A perspective that Thomas J. Pressly
labeled the "nationalist tradition."24
According to Pressly, Valuska and Goodman, fell into a new school of Civil War thought
that developed after 1945. The impact of World War II had begun to impact historians to view
history through a moral interpretation where issues and concerns were met with an attempt to
determine right from wrong or whether something was good or evil.25 It was the moral
interpretation of the Civil War that Valuska and Goodman began to examine. In the 1970s, there
was an increase in Civil War historiography. One historian wrote of abolitionists in the North,
revealing that many anti-slavery advocates favored the end of slavery but were not in favor of
equal rights within society.26 Another historian, Eric Foner, examines the Free Soil advocates,
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who favored the end of slavery regardless of how it may impact the society of a free black
population, while Mary Berry’s examination of the Civil War led her to believe that it led to the
formation of contemporary political movements.27
Two historians provided an updated depiction of African Americans in the military
following World War II. Benjamin Quarles’ The Negro in the Civil War (1953) reveals how the
Civil War was, in many ways, a revolution believing that “without slavery there would have
been no resort to arms. Hence the slave was the key factor in the war.”28 Quarles’ research
examined African Americans who were impressed into non-combat service areas building forts
and entrenchments while some worked in factories and mines. Quarles also examined African
Americans in the North who fought on the front lines with distinction. While Quarles’ work does
not explicitly address the service of African Americans in the U.S. Navy, it does examine how
African Americans served in various capacities within the Civil War and how those who fought
in the various battles fought with distinction.
Dudley T. Cornish’s The Sable Arm (1956) provided an updated depiction of African
Americans in the military. An example of the nationalist tradition of Civil War historiography,
The Sable Arm provided an examination into the “fact that the army served as an agent of social
change in helping to reach a solution to the problem does not simplify the history of the
problem…a problem which, then as now, was only one facet of a much greater problem.”29
Historians like Chandra Manning have provided fascinating works with an engaging narrative of
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African Americans on their journey towards freedom, and the challenges they faced shaping the
course of emancipation on their journey to becoming citizens Jim Downs’ book, Sick From
Freedom (2012), provides a fresh account of African American death, suffering, and sickness
during the Civil War and emancipation. Downs’ research provides a unique look at African
American’s illnesses during the Civil War and Reconstruction, but it does not focus on their
specific roles in the armed forces or how they helped shape successful or meaningful
emancipation for themselves.
Recently, the research into the role of African Americans serving in the military during
the Civil War has become a popular area of study for Civil War historians.30 However, while
accounts of African Americans serving during the U.S. Army have increased with growing
popularity, the depictions of African American sailors have been limited.
Admittedly, one of the most significant challenges in determining why these men would
choose to enlist and serve the Union, specifically within the United States Navy as opposed to
the army, is the lack of primary source letters, diaries, or articles that would provide this
information. Most black men who served during the Civil War were illiterate, and for those that
were literate, the practice of keeping a daily journal or writing letters was nearly nonexistent.
Black sailors constituted roughly twenty percent of the U.S. Navy’s total enlisted force, which
proved to be a significant segment of the naval workforce, almost double the proportion of those
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who served in the U.S. Army.31 Still, of the nearly eighteen thousand men of African descent,
including eleven women, who have been identified by name and who served in the U.S. Navy
during the Civil War, only three known diaries exist written by black sailors and only one that a
former slave wrote.32
Therefore, one must depend on what one may glean from the few diaries that are
available and depend on letters, diaries, and other writings from crewmembers and officers,
which will most likely pose some bias and racism. One may also utilize the various ships' records
and exploits to determine the battles and experiences black sailors may have experienced at sea
and in battle. One could investigate letters, newspaper articles, and diaries of Confederate sailors
and officers who may have contacted vessels operated by black sailors. The lack of specific
resources is why William Gould's Diary of a Contraband: The Civil War Passage of a Black
Sailor (2001) is a critical piece in the historiography of African American service in the U.S.
Navy as it is the only known diary written during the Civil War by a former slave. Charles B
Fischer's Diary of Charles B. Fisher (1983) will provide the perspective of a freedman who
chose to serve in the U.S. Navy. Cate Lineberry’s work, Be Free or Die (2017) examined the life
of Robert Smalls, an escaped slave who fought for the U.S. Navy after having commandeered the
Confederate transport vessel, CSS Planter, which was later used within the Union fleet. Smalls
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would go on to become one of the most successful former slaves turned politician, businessman,
and publisher following the end of the war.33
Additionally, Steven Ramold’s book, Slaves, Sailors, Citizens: African Americans in the
Union Navy (2001), provides one of the most complete representations regarding the number of
African American sailors who chose to serve in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War. Ramold
utilized numerous memoirs, court documents, pension reports, and additional sources to
demonstrate the true magnitude of African American contributions to the U.S. Navy It was filled
with vivid descriptions of African American’s stories from enlistment to discharge, attempting to
provide a complete picture based on sailors' words. Ramold’s research attempted to answer many
of the questions that earlier historians failed to answer by closely examining African Americans'
role and treatment in the Union navy.
In 2004, Michael Bennett’s Union Jacks: Yankee Sailors in the Civil War (2004) provides
the first comprehensive examination of all Civil War sailors, whether white or black and
compares them to their Union soldier counterparts. Bennett’s ability to provide a clear
description of what life was like for Union sailors is a wonderful addition and was incredibly
helpful in understanding the life of a sailor contrasted with that of a soldier. Barbara Brooks
Tomblin's Bluejackets and Contrabands: African Americans in the Union Navy (2009) examines
the experiences of many Southern black refugees who escaped slavery in hope of achieving
freedom, and the difficulty the Union Navy had in dealing with the ever-growing number of
escaped slaves who sought refuge from their Southern owners. Tomblin’s work identifies not
only the difficulty in managing the large number of escapees, but also the challenge the Union
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experienced in attempting to establish a policy that would treat fugitive slaves as property of war,
or contraband, thus establishing a way around the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. W. Jeffery
Bolster’s Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of Sail (2009) sheds light on an
extraordinary chapter in the formation of black America, as he focuses his research on the
seafaring occupation between 1740 and 1865. Bolster reveals that tens of thousands of enslaved
and free black men served as seamen aboard whalers, warships, and privateers, providing
substantial evidence as to why African American men might have chosen to enlist in the navy
rather than the army.
Ethel M. Washington’s book, Union County’s Black Soldiers and Sailors of the Civil War
(2011) provides a detailed examination of black soldiers and sailors through their stories, neverbefore-seen photographs, documents, and service records. Washington’s book provides a
fascinating look into African American men who chose to serve in the U.S. military but is
limited as it focuses specifically on men who joined from Union County, New Jersey.
In 2011, Michael Shawn Davis explored the experiences of African American sailors in the
U.S. Navy from the French and Indian War to the Korean War, focusing on the cultural changes
in racial policies and attitudes displayed within the U.S. naval service towards black sailors. In
his dissertation, Davis identifies World War II as “‘the’ critical period for bringing about the
racial integration of the U.S. naval service.”34 Davis’s research helps to identify a critical shift
within the U.S. Navy from an integrated naval service of inclusion to increasing exclusion with
the ever-growing segregation within the navy.
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Despite the growing research in this area in recent years, there is still a great need for
further investigation and exploration into the lives of the African American men who served
without any guarantee of freedom in the Civil War. Their story deserves a greater audience, and
their sacrifice demands respect and our admiration as these men stood at the helm fighting
against the evils of slavery in a war that has forever defined American history. This dissertation
aims to understand better the reasons behind African American enlistment in the U.S. Navy
during the Civil War and their experiences aboard segregated ships to determine if their service
in the navy provided them with opportunities after the war that they may otherwise not have been
able to obtain. Additionally, it seeks to further the story of those who served so that their story
may not soon be forgotten, and so that part of American history may be preserved.
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Chapter Two:
“Many of them are among my best men.”
From Inclusion to Increasing Exclusion, 1755 - 1850

Introduction:
From 1755 through 1850, the United States experienced a wave of black sailors seeking
an opportunity to serve and protect U.S. borders, many of whom did so as members aboard
privateering ships, which enabled the United States to find itself again in a fight against Britain.
Following the War of 1812, up until the American Civil War, the inclusion and equality that
black sailors experienced working on ships in the maritime industry began to shift with the tides
and tensions of the country, as the issue of slavery began to split the nation in two, black sailors
started experiencing a sense of increasing exclusion, specifically from those on land.
An examination into the history of black men in times of war in North America,
beginning with the French and Indian War until the Civil War, reveals the opportunities offered
to free black men in times of peace, centered around maritime professions, the challenges they
began to face, and how they attempted to overcome them as the United States began its gradual
transition toward secession and civil war. It provides a look into their desire for freedom, their
willingness to fight to obtain it, and the restrictions enforced upon them because of the color of
their skin.
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Black Men in Times of War

While this dissertation is meant to focus on black sailors in the Union Navy during the
Civil War, its research does find the role of black soldiers to be crucial in supporting the notion
that black men were passive in their attempts at freedom. Additionally, a brief examination of
black soldiers, specifically in the early stages of American History, during the French and Indian
War up until the formation of the Continental Navy following the colonies’ declaration of
independence from England, provides a fascinating look at the desire and willingness of black
men to fight for their freedom, and how they did so with honor and bravery so early on in
American History.

The French and Indian War
In the early 1700s, South Carolina was a colony where most men capable of shouldering
a weapon within the population were African American. The growing tensions between the
colonists and the Native Americans caused the South Carolina legislature to seek a radical
solution. Attempting to create hostility between the Native Americans and the slaves, out of fear
that the two groups would unite and turn against the colonists, several colonists hired Native
Americans to track down any runaway slaves while enlisting black men into the various militias,
attempting to reduce the likelihood of a joint effort against the colonists.35 Fearful of a possible
rebellion from the slaves, representatives from both the colonies of Georgia and South Carolina
reminded the Board of Trade in London that the menacing comes “not only from the Enemy
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from without, but also from an equally dangerous and merciless Enemy within, viz. their Negro
Slaves, …who would doubtless be glad to purchase their Freedom at any rate or any risque.”36
At the 1703 Assembly, the South Carolina government empowered a small number of its
enslaved population to be armed. The legislature passed by the South Carolina legislature
intended to prevent the slaves from joining forces with the Native Americans. The legislature
communicated that slaves who, during an invasion by Native Americans, remained loyal and
could either capture or kill one or more of them shall be awarded their freedom.37 In hopes of
obtaining their release from slavery, the incentive for slaves to remain loyal proved successful in
minimizing the potential of slaves and Native Americans joining forces together to fight against
the colonists. As the colonies felt the need for more protection against the potential attacks from
neighboring Native American tribes, South Carolina, in 1707, established a law that required
militia captains to enlist and train capable slaves to go into the fields alongside white soldiers and
carry either a gun or a lance. In contrast to South Carolina, in 1705, the Virginia Assembly
believed it necessary to pass legislation that prevented “‘Negro[es], mulatto[s], or Indian[s]’
from holding civil, military or ecclesiastical office.”38 The passing of legislation that prevented
individuals viewed as inferior, savage, and for some, nothing more than property, begs to ask the
question of whether they were beginning to recognize, without actually acknowledging, that
these individuals were not only capable of taking up arms and performing the tasks of a solider
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well, but were also proving themselves as competent, and willing and able men who were ready
to fight for their freedom.
Despite the reality that most individuals within the British colonies did not prefer to arm
black men, a pattern quickly emerged as many began to recruit both enslaved and free black men
to join local militias, particularly in South Carolina. The population had become more scattered
than Virginia or New York as its 2,000 militiamen were spread over 150 miles.39 Nevertheless,
in the heat of battle, even the staunchest opponents against arming black men foisted muskets on
them in their desperate need for men willing to serve and die for the cause. South Carolina’s
growing demand for more militiamen and its lack of white men able, or rather somewhat willing,
to go to war further pushed the colonists towards the utilization of African Americans in their
fight against the Native Americans, despite vocal apprehensions about arming and deploying
them to fight.40 Despite the resistance from the colonists, throughout the Yamasee War, black
men proved themselves as capable fighters, as four hundred African Americans fought alongside
six hundred white South Carolinian militiamen to defeat the Native Americans.41
In 1747, South Carolina authorized the enlistment of more than half of all young, ablebodied black men ages 16 to 20, but excluded them from military service in times of peace.42 As
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a result, in 1754, the Virginia House of Burgesses passed a statute which made all servants,
enslaved, and indentured, exempt from military service, but it allowed for free black men to
serve as a laborer and servant for military officers. Major General Edward Braddock used black
men as personal servants for his officers. Braddock viewed black men as menials and used them
to free up white soldiers for combat. Of course, despite the Virginia legislature stating that black
men could not serve as soldiers, black servants often had to pick up arms and fight when a battle
was intense, and the enemy was close. On one occasion, as Braddock and his men were on an
expedition towards Fort Duquesne, they met a force of Indian and French troops head-on, as they
had come from the fort to meet them and prevent them from crossing the river. Braddock’s men
quickly became disordered and Braddock disobeyed Virginia law and began to order all the
servants to take up arms before he had them placed on the front lines.43 The British troops
quickly became entrenched in a shoot-out from all directions. Braddock attempted to rally his
men repeatedly but eventually fell, at last, shot through the chest. Braddock would die four days
later from his injury.44
Following Gen. Braddock’s defeat, the Virginia assembly extended the role of African
American men and enabled black men to serve as "pioneers," laborers, drummers, fifers,
trumpeters, and menial servants to help resupply their units.45 The continuous warfare the British
experienced positioned South Carolina to frequently rely on the arming of black men in times of
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war, as implied in a letter from the Governor of North Carolina Arthur Dobbs who wrote to
Robert Dinwiddie, then Governor of South Carolina, stating that "Carolina has 64,000 Militia
and 40,000 Negroes they can depend on."46 In 1758, thirteen African Americans had fought with
the Royal American Regiment near Fort Duquesne; later in October that same year, thirty-six
black men had joined alongside Colonel George Washington in preparation for his assault on the
fort. In New York, brave men of African descent fought valiantly to assist in the strategic capture
of Forts Ticonderoga and Crown Point.47 As the fighting continued, there came a desperate need
for men willing to fight. It was out of the desperation and need to fill their recruiting quotas, that
England began to allow black men to enlist in its navy.48 The desperation felt by the British
Empire required them to allow black men to serve in their ranks both on land and at sea, setting a
crucial precedent regarding the ability of black men to serve in military ranks moving forward.
Following Britain’s acceptance of black sailors in its navy, it became common for black
men to serve aboard colonial ships of war and privateers throughout the British colonies,
commonly serving as boatmen, craftsmen, cooks, barbers, tailors, fiddlers, laborers, or even
officers' servants.49 Some of the free black men who signed up did so for the bounty, which was
equal to their white counterparts, whereas several reluctant masters substituted their slaves to
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fight in their place. Still, others were fugitive slaves absconding to enlist.50 Privateer captains
rarely hesitated to recruit fugitive slaves as many of them had extensive experience working at
sea, and they were desperate for additional hands.51 Throughout 1756 and 1759, the New York
Gazette continually posted notices warning privateer captains of how fugitive slaves were
attempting to escape and encouraging them not to take fugitives.52 Major port cities like New
York served as a portal to freedom for fugitive slaves. The sheer size of its busy harbor, a black
man's ability to find work as seamen, and the city's large multicultural population, provided a
fascinating opportunity for escape for enslaved men seeking freedom.53
Before the Revolutionary War, the black population in New York was always at least
fourteen percent of the total population, providing a perfect opportunity to blend in and "pass as
free men." There were some slaves who understood that they possessed skills that they could
employ elsewhere, as most slaves in large port cities like New York, Boston, and Charlestown,
spoke multiple languages. The linguistic knowledge enabled fugitive slaves to pass as free blacks
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and avoid capture. Many were even able to find passage on boats leaving New York for ports
throughout the Atlantic world and would eventually settle in foreign ports. 54
Rhode Island produced sixty privateers to set out on the high seas in service during the
French and Indian War, and one could find black men serving on each one of them. Several
Rhode Island vessels, including the Virgin Queen, the Revenge, and the George, all carried up to
five Negro sailors in their ranks who served as cooks, seamen, and marines who served alongside
their white shipmates without segregation.55 All sailors, regardless of color, received the same
pay and ate, slept, and fought alongside one another, setting a precedent for valiant service in the
American naval service.
The British Empire’s utilization of black men to fight in combat proved significant for
several reasons: first, black men served in integrated units while receiving the same pay as their
white counterparts. Second, black men proved themselves to be brave and loyal in battle, as there
was not one instance of a charge against a black man for cowardice or treason. Finally, African
American participation proved significant in that the precedent that these men established would
prove influential in future military policies establishing the ability of black men to serve in
combat from the Revolutionary War to the Civil War and in every major battle the United States
would take part in until World War II.
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The Revolutionary War
In the fall of 1768, the British crown sent two regiments, to the port of Boston. The
purpose was clear to Bostonians; the king sought to maintain order amid the growing colonial
frustration and unrest, following the Townshend Acts, which included the placement of indirect
taxes on commonly used commodities such as lead, paper, paint, glass, and tea.56 By March of
1770, Gen. Gage communicated in a letter to Lord Hillsborough how, “the People were as
Lawless and Licentious after the troops arrived, as they were before,” and tensions between the
citizens of Boston and the British troops continued to grow.57
The 5th of March was a pleasant yet chilly night with over a foot of frozen snow covering
the ground. The night was dark, and the only light reflected off the first-quarter moon.58 Soon,
the Brattle Street Church bell would be ringing an alarm for the entire city to hear. One man,
who went by the name of Michael Johnson, later identified as Crispus Attucks, stepped into the
tense streets.59 Attucks, a runaway slave, turned sailor, and a tall man at a staggering 6’2,” was
seen leading twenty-five to thirty men up Cherry Hill and towards the sentry.60 Capt. Jeremiah
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French, of the 29th- Regiment, looked down upon the crowd from a balcony, and noticed that the
crowd continued to grow larger and larger, French estimated to be “not less than 300 to 400
people.”61 A heavy stick hit one of the soldiers, Hugh Montgomery, who fell to the ground, but
whose musket discharged. Rising to his feet, Montgomery took his place in the ranks. Crispus
Attucks reached forward, grabbing for Montgomery’s bayonet, while another soldier, Killroy,
raised his musket towards the crowd. Two more shots fired, Attucks was struck twice in the
chest, “goring his lung and liver.”62 Crumbling to the ground, Attucks gasped for breath just
before breathing his last, his face lying in the gutter just before the Redcoats.63 A man who
rushed to try and help Sam Grey realized there was nothing that he could do as he noticed a
gushing head wound that was “as big as [his] hand.”64 In the last moments of his life, the
fugitive, dock worker, and sailor of African and Native American, Crispus Attucks, led twentyfive to thirty men to defend and protect the freedoms that he had come to know. Attucks does not
stand in the background and watch as if to try and remain hidden; instead, he positioned himself
at the forefront, willing to risk his life for all the lives that would follow as the “first martyr of
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liberty,” Attucks’ story inspired new generations of Americans during the Civil War as an
inspiration for emancipation.65
By October 1774, Massachusetts Governor Thomas Gage dissolved the provincial
assembly. Still, the assembly members continued to meet, just outside of Boston, as the de facto
government under the leadership of its president, John Hancock. By assuming all powers to rule
the province, collect taxes, buy supplies, and raise a militia, it established the first autonomous
government within the Thirteen British Colonies.66 The Massachusetts Provincial Congress,
having observed the buildup of the British military throughout the colony of Massachusetts, and
estimating the readiness of its militia, found that, “including the sick and absent, it amounted to
about 17,000 men, far short of the number wanted, that the council recommended an immediate
application to the New England governments to make up the deficiency,” and sought to organize
its militia better.67 While there is much information regarding the Minutemen that served
throughout the British colonies, it is not common knowledge that the Massachusetts Committee
of Safety, the governmental body charged with military preparedness was “authorized to muster,
arm, and supply [an] Army upon any consideration whatever,” the documentation did not
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specifically address a stance on race; hence, there were a number of black men who freely joined
in the ranks of both local militias and as minutemen.68 Many African American men joined the
minutemen and fought against British soldiers from the beginning of the Revolutionary War's
first initial armed military engagements, the Battles of Lexington and Concord, and the Battle of
Breed's Hill, commonly referred to as Bunker Hill. Throughout the war, many more black men
stepped in to fight in some of the most famous battles of the Revolutionary War, standing next to
their white brothers in arms, fighting for freedom; for most, they fought for the hope of it. As it is
difficult to find documentation of specific African Americans who helped to fight in the
Revolutionary War, and even more difficult to find specific to the navy, an examination of the
fighting spirit of a few black soldiers will help to reveal the fighting spirit, bravery, and heroism
of black men early on in America’s history.
On 9 July 1775, Washington’s recruiting officer, Gen. Horatio Gates, officially issued
Washington’s orders barring “Negroes, vagabonds, and strollers,” or persons suspected of being
an enemy to American liberty, nor those under the age of eighteen from enlisting in the army.69
However, black men had already had a long history of serving in local militias. They had already
proven themselves in the first battles of the war. Gen. John Thomas, commander of the
Massachusetts troops at Roxbury, wrote to John Adams communicating his frustration with the
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decision stating, “We have some negroes, but I look on them, in general, as equally serviceable
with other men for fatigue; and in action many of them have proved themselves brave.”70
Black soldiers appealed the decision to the Continental Congress on 20 September 1775.
However, upon the strong insistence of Gen. Washington and his staff, Congress denied them
entry on 2 October 1775.71 Following the decision by Congress in October, Gen. Washington
issued a general order in November which stated, “Neither negroes, boy unable to bear arms, nor
old men unfit to endure the fatigues of the campaign are to be enlisted.”72 Still, the fear of some
men of a slave insurrection, or believing that it was inconsistent with the purpose of the war,
having slaves fight for a freedom that they may never know, or perhaps their unwillingness to
view the black men as soldiers, willing and able to fight alongside their white counterparts, led to
their dismissal from the army and Washington struggling to raise one.
It is well documented that there were black soldiers fighting in all thirteen colonies, from
New Hampshire to Georgia. However, many of the documents pertaining to enlistments failed to
identify race, so it is impossible to acquire an accurate number regarding how many black men
served in the Revolutionary Army. While it is impossible to determine the total number of
African American soldiers that served in the whole of the Revolutionary War, one report of
Alexander Scammell, dated 24 August 1778, does reveal the number of black soldiers under his
command separated by their brigades:73
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Table 1: The Number of African American soldiers by brigades, according to Alexander
Scammell’s report.
North Carolina
58
Woodford
40
Muhlenburg
98
Smallwood
24
2nd Maryland
60
Wayne
2
2nd Pennsylvania
35
Clinton
62
Parsons
148
Huntington
62
Nixon
27
Paterson
89
Late Learned
46
Poor
27
__________________________
Total
755
*

*

*

On 12 June 1775, the Rhode Island General Assembly passed a resolution establishing a
navy for the colony of Rhode Island. Additionally, it provided Capt. Abraham Whipple,
commander of the sloop Katy, signed orders from the governor declaring him the commodore of
the armed vessels employed by the government of Rhode Island.74 By August 1775, the General
Assembly had passed another resolution that the Continental Congress fund a single Continental
fleet. Congress tabled the resolution in early October.75 On 13 October 1775, the Continental
Congress passed their resolution, which, brought forth by Rhode Island, authorized the purchase
of two vessels that would be armed with the purpose of defending against the British ships; later

74
75

Nathan Miller, The U.S. Navy: A History (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1997), 15.

Stephen Howarth, To Shining Sea: A History of the United States Navy, 1775-1998 (Norman, OK: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1999), 6.

35
to become known as Andrea Doria and Cabot.76 What would eventually become the United
States Navy began as separate units operated by the individual colonies of this new "Federation,"
creating eleven separate "navies" and the Continental Navy.77 The primary goal of the
Continental Navy was to disrupt British maritime commercial operations by intercepting
shipments of British material.
Unlike the Continental Army, the newly formed Continental Navy did not have the
luxury of placing heavy restrictions on who could enlist, as the Continental Army was having
enough difficulty finding recruits, and the reality of sea life was not a pleasant one. The newly
formed Continental Navy did not maintain heavy restrictions on who could enlist, recruiting both
free and enslaved black men—allowing black men to enlist benefited the navy, as many of them
were already proficient and experienced sailors who had served in British and state navies and on
merchant ships throughout the North and the South. Still, the navy needed recruits, and often the
impressment of innocent bumkins loitering around saloons or on the streets was a common
practice of enlistment, and fugitive slaves found a home aboard ships as they provided an escape
with less chance of detection. Often enslaved sailors were forced to serve in their owner’s place
aboard ships, in a substitutionary system, where the slave would work but the owners would
receive their pay. In January 1776, five black men were given permission to “serve pounds for
the services of his servant, Cuff Sprague, who enlisted for a total of three years in September.”78
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Later that same year, in July, two more slaves would find themselves as part of the crew of the
privateer Yankey.79
The Continental Navy was able to attract men to its navy by offering substantial bonuses
and providing "privateering" shares based on the value of captured enemy vessels.80 The
financial reward of serving in the navy far outweighed the army; in fact, many of Philadelphia's
free blacks were more inclined to serve on privateers because of the greater financial reward than
in the Pennsylvania navy. Additionally, the navy provided sailors with a half-pint of rum daily,
known as a "grog ration.”81
Black sailors would serve on every vessel within the Continental Navy. Although the size
of the navy was much smaller than the Continental Army, there was a greater percentage of
black sailors serving in the navy than black soldiers in the army, many aboard state-sponsored
naval and merchant marine privateers. Black sailors performed a range of duties aboard the ship,
typically the most menial ones, although they were also highly valued as pilots, helping to
navigate the ships through difficult waters. While providing experienced black sailors with more
opportunities for advancement and more pay than if they had joined the army, the Continental
Navy also provided them with an atmosphere of equality as they fought for a country that denied
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them the basic right of humanity. Still, despite many being enslaved and countless offers of
freedom from the British, thousands of black patriots continued to serve valiantly aboard
Continental vessels throughout the Revolutionary War. Historian and author Kelly Miller
remarked about the difference in the incentives of black sailors serving in the navy as they
seemed to serve a greater purpose than merely gold and silver, but they served for something
greater. What those sailors did not realize was that their service and the way in which they
served, would be an example for future black men who would go on to serve in the navy.
British gold and promises of personal freedom served as futile incentives among the
Negroes of the American Navy; for them, the proud consciousness of duty well done
served as a constant monitor and nerved their strong black arms when thundering shot
and shell menaced the future of the country; and, although African slavery was still a
recognized legal institution and constituted the basic fabric of the great food productive
industry of the nation, it was the Negro’s trusted devotion to duty whichever guided him
in the nation’s darkest hours of peril and menace.82
In 1781, James Forten, who was born a free black man in Philadelphia, joined the crew
of Royal Louis at the age of 14. Forten found himself under the leadership of Capt. Stephen
Decatur, Sr., in command of a Pennsylvanian privateer. Forten would serve as the powder
monkey, where he would spend his days running gun powder to the cannons that stretched
alongside the ship, to a crew of two hundred men. On Forten's second cruise, the British overran
and captured the Royal. Forten, refusing to deny his allegiance, was imprisoned aboard the
British Old Jersey. Forten would remain captive just off the coast of New York, fighting for his
life, continually resisting the British attempts at his renunciation. After seven months, the British
released Forten, severely malnourished and forced to make the 100-mile trek back to
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Philadelphia. At the end of the war, Forten found a job working for a sailmaker and eventually
started his own company. He invented a sail maneuvering tool and achieved a fortune of
$100,000. Later in life, he became a strong abolitionist and founded the American Anti-Slavery
Society. Forten died in 1842, but his nephew carried on the family tradition by serving in the
United States Navy during the Civil War.83 The majority of information regarding black sailors
during the Revolutionary War is far scarcer than what is even known about James Forten, often
incomplete, but their stories are a crucial part of United States naval history and help to define
and establish its heritage. Though their numbers aboard the ships were small, they became as
much a part of the crew as any man.84
In a letter dated 8 May 1777, Capt. John Clouston of the Massachusetts Navy
Brigantine Freedom sought to describe his appreciation for the worthy service by the black
sailors under his command stating, “they ship’d on board the Armed Brigantine Freedom to light
agt the enemies of America & in that respect have rendered themselves worthy of the Notice of
America they were volentieers in the business & ought to be considered in the same light as any
other Sailors.85 James Barron, commander of the armed schooner Liberty, after having survived
twenty engagements with his crew, described the valor of the enslaved persons on his ship by
proclaiming the pleasure that he took in that there were several black men, whom he believed
should not be forgotten. Barron goes on to specifically identify a slave, belonging to Captain
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John Cooper named Harry, Harry who “was distinguished for his zeal and daring,” as well as a
slave of Mr. William Ballard named Cupid who “stood forth on all occasions as the champion of
liberty, and discharged all his duties with a fidelity that made him a favorite of all the officers.”86
Several enslaved men served aboard Patriot, another Virginian warship. Although reenslaved after the war, David Baker served as a substitute for his owner, and in 1794, petitioned
the government for his freedom due his military service. Captain John Clouston, who served
aboard the Massachusetts Navy brigantine Freedom, wrote to Robert Treat Paine and expressed
his appreciation for two African Americans who served under his command, as they had
"rendered themselves worthy of the Notice of America they were volentieers in the business &
ought to be considered in the same light as any other Sailors, by no means liable to be sold
meerly because they are black & their masters have a property in their servlce.”87 Among the
African Americans who served in the Navy was “Scotipede” Prince of Wellfleet, who was on the
crew of the ship America in 1780, and John Jack, who shared in prizes taken by the U.S. brig
General Gates.88
Capt. John Paul Jones, on several occasions, spoke of his two favorite black seamen, Cato
and Scipio; writing: “I am now more glad that I brought with me my two black boys, Cato and
Scipio. They are well trained in river and bay sailing on the sloop; and now, in the two cruises
we have made in the Alfred and the Providence, they are become prime seamen.”89
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Following the Revolutionary War, hundreds of slaves were awarded their freedom. One
black sailor, Caesar Tarrant, became the apotheosis of such rewards for his service in Virginia's
navy. Tarrant served in Virginia's navy for more than four years during the Revolutionary War
and would have fought at Yorktown if his ship, the Patriot, had not been captured on the eve of
battle. On 14 November 1789, the Virginia legislature passed a resolution for the emancipation
of Caesar Tarrant stating that a negro by the name of Caesar, who served the state during the
war, and did so with such meritorious services that the Assembly has deemed his service worthy
of his freedom. The Assembly then requested to purchase the freedom of Caesar from Mary
Tarrant, hoping that she would agree. The document states that if Mary was to agree to allow
Caesar’s freedom to be purchased, that she would receive a certificate expressing the amount the
Assembly was willing to purchase Caesar’s freedom. “Upon producing such certificate to the
auditor of accounts, he shall issue a warrant for the same to the treasurer, to be paid out of the
lighthouse fund. And be it further enacted, that from and after the execution of a certificate
aforesaid, the said Caesar shall be manumitted and set free to all intents and purposes.”90
Still, their desire to see the abolition of slavery spread throughout the newly formed
American colonies would not be fully recognized. In all, over fifteen hundred black men served
in the Continental Navy during the Revolutionary War, and an estimated five-thousand black
men are believed to have fought in the American Revolution.91 At the end of the Revolutionary
War, the Continental Navy was disbanded, and the ships were sold.
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The War of 1812
Following the Revolutionary War, tensions continued between the United States and the
United Kingdom as some long-standing disputes over territorial expansion in North America.
Great Britain continually supported Native American tribes, which opposed the United States
expansion of into the Northwest Territory. In the early 1800s, tensions began to build up between
the United Kingdom and France as Napoleon attempted to utilize economic warfare in his
Continental System. Great Britain's response came in the form of the Orders in Council of 1807,
issued on 6 January and 11 November of 1807.92 Both orders extended the English blockade's
reach and scope, forbidding French trade with Great Britain, its allies, or any neutral country.
Additionally, the order required all shipments to stop in English ports to search and possibly
seize any supplies intended to support France. Failure to comply opened any ship to British
seizure. The 1807 Orders led the Royal Navy to begin enforcing tighter restrictions on American
trade with France. The tighter restrictions the United Kingdom placed upon U.S. exports and
imports to Europe, mainly France, were further exacerbated by the impressment of American
sailors declared British subjects, despite their presenting certificates of American citizenship.93
Impressment, more commonly referred to as "the press" or the "press-gang," refers to a common
practice in European countries, where because of their great need for a workforce, forced
individuals of military age, usually between 18 to 55, into a military or naval force by
compulsion, with or without notice. The massive size of the British Royal Navy resulted in the
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act of impressment becoming more common and was one of the twenty-seven colonial
grievances enumerated in the Declaration of Independence leading to the Revolutionary War.
The United States Army was relatively small, considering most of its fighting force
during the Revolutionary War was that of local militias. In 1792, Congress passed the Militia Act
of 1792, which not only provided an organization of the militia but provided the president the
authority to take command of the state militias for a total of two years, "whenever the United
States shall be invaded, or be in imminent danger of invasion from any foreign nation or Indian
tribe." The first time that a president utilized his authority to call upon the militias and took
command was in 1794 to suppress the Whiskey Rebellion.94 Additionally, the Militia Act of
1792 provided for the conscription of every "free able-bodied white male citizen of the
respective States" between the ages of 18 and 45 “shall severally and respectively be enrolled in
the militia, by the Captain or Commanding Officer of the company, within whose bounds such
citizen shall reside.”95
Although the Militia Act of 1792 does not explicitly indicate that black men, whether
slave or free, would be excluded, most federal and state recruiters would interpret the wording to
imply as much, except for militias in the South who seemed to ignore the “whites only”
implication. In Georgia and South Carolina, free black men could enlist as laborers, pioneers,
and musicians in the state militia. In some instances, slaves would be “hired out” by their owners
as property to be used in a military support role. North Carolina allowed free black men to enlist
and serve in several capacities until 1812, when their involvement limited them solely serving as
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musicians.96 Militia members were also required to equip themselves with “a good musket or
firelock, a sufficient bayonet and belt, two spare flints and a knapsack, a pouch with a box
therein to contain not less than twenty-four cartridges, suited to the bore of his musket or
firelock, each cartridge to contain the proper quantity of powder and ball,” which could have
prevented several men from enlisting. 97
In 1794, Congress passed the Naval Act of 1794, which established a permanent standing
United States Navy. The rebirth of the navy instilled fear in some of the militias, which became
aware that black slaves in Haiti, under the leadership of Toussaint L'Ouverture, had rebelled
against their masters and slaughtered any whites that did not flee Haiti.98 Afraid that similar
events might unfold in the United States, many white militiamen feared that a militia that
allowed black men to join would experience the same outcome as Haiti. By 1798, the fear held
by several militias led to the barring "Negroes, mulattoes, or Indians" along with "Persons whose
Characters are suspicious" in the United States Navy.99 The United States Marines Corps would
issue similar instructions, as Commandant Col. William Burrows allowed black men to serve as
fifers and drummers as serve recruiters.100
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Unfortunately, the continually building threat towards American trade and neutrality and
the ever-increasing impressment of United States citizens forced the United States to declare war
on Great Britain in 1812. According to James Madison's war message to Congress on June 1,
1812, the war was fought primarily over national honor, neutral maritime rights, and the British
seizure of neutral ships and their cargoes on open water.101
The U.S. Navy had difficulty finding men to recruit willing to serve in the harsh
discipline, dangerous work aloft on the high masts, long cruises with wormy biscuits, and bad
beef in response to war. Not long after the policy went into effect, the U.S. Navy would need to
change its stance on enlistment and be willing to accept anyone, regardless of their race. The
U.S. Navy officially reversed its policy on March 3, 1813, stating, “that from and after the
termination of the war in which the United States are now engaged with Great Britain it shall not
be lawful to employ on board any of the public or private vessels of the United States any person
or persons except citizens of the United States or persons of color, natives of the U. States.”102
As a result, black men found steady employment aboard navy vessels- finding themselves listed
on nearly every U.S. Navy ship’s crew list, including its primary warships the U.S.S.
Constitution and the U.S.S. Constellation.103
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While black men had found opportunity within the navy, their time was not without its
challenges, as many of their commanders and shipmates did not respect or trust them. In the
summer of 1813, Capt. Oliver H. Perry, commander of a flotilla on the Great Lakes, wrote to his
commander: “The British are off the harbor. For God’s sake and yours, as well as mine, send me
men and officers, and I will have them all in a day or two.” Having received his replacements,
Perry found himself writing to his commander again to complain about their caliber as sailors:
“The men that came aboard are indeed a motely set – blacks, soldiers, and boys! I cannot think
you saw them after they were selected. I am however, pleased to see any thing in the shape of a
man.”104
Commander Isaac Chauncy provided a sharp response to Capt. Perry's comments,
expressing the traditional attitude of the United States Navy towards its black sailors serving
throughout its various vessels:
I regret that you are not pleased with the men sent you by Messers. Champlin and
Forrest; for, to my knowledge, a part of them are not surpassed by any seamen we have in
the fleet: and I have yet to learn that the color of the skin, or the cut and trimmings of the
coat, can affect a man’s qualifications or usefulness. I have nearly fifty blacks on board
of this ship, and many of them are among my best men; and those people you call
soldiers have been to sea from two to seventeen years; and I presume that you will find
them as good and useful as any men on board of your vessel; at least, if I can judge by
comparison; for those which we have on board of this ship are attentive and obedient,
and, as far as I can judge, many of them excellent seamen; at any rate, the men sent to
Lake Erie have been selected with a view of sending a fair proportion of petty officers
and seamen; and I presume, upon examination, it will be found that they are equal to
those upon this lake.105
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Following the victory in the Great Lakes, Perry famously remarked, "We have met the
enemy, and they are ours. Two ships, two brigs, one schooner and one sloop.” Having been
skeptical of the abilities of his black sailors, Perry found them to be all that Commodore
Chauncey had promised. In his battle report for the Battle of Lake Erie, Capt. Perry
acknowledged the contribution of his black sailors as they “seemed to be absolutely insensible to
danger,” and referencing specific black sailors for their individual bravery throughout the
battle.106
Throughout the war, black sailors proved themselves time and time again to be capable of
the work and as men who fought bravely in battle. Capt. Nathanial Shaler of the
privateer Governor Tompkins wrote of one of his men who was killed, believing him to deserve
the right to be registered, and remembered for his bravery. Shaler wrote of a black sailor by the
name of John Johnson who suffered a “twenty-four-pound shot struck him in the hip, and took
away all the lower part of his body. In this state, the poor brave fellow lay on the deck, and
several times exclaimed to his shipmates, ‘Fire away, my boys: no haul a color down.’”107
Additionally, John Davis, another black sailor wounded similarly, fell near Shaler repeatedly
asked to be thrown overboard, feeling "he was only in the way of others," Capt. Shaler would
end his report by noting: “When America has such tars, she has little to fear from the tyrants of
the ocean.”108
Free black sailors continued to make up half of the twenty percent of sailors serving in
the U.S. Navy. Usher Parsons, a naval surgeon during the War of 1812, recognized the rarity of
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segregation aboard naval vessels, commenting on his time as a surgeon aboard the Java, under
the leadership of Commodore Perry, how white and black seamen messed together. Parsons
mentioned how “about one in six or eight were colored. In 1819, I was a surgeon of the
Guerriere, under Commodore Macdounough; and the proportion of blacks was about the same in
her crew. There seemed to be an entire absence of prejudice against the blacks as messmates
among the crew. What I have said applies to the crews of other ships that sailed in squadrons.”109
Although many acknowledged the heroism and bravery of black sailors during the War of
1812, the official attitude towards black men in the United States armed forces was becoming
more hostile. In 1815, the War Department directed the discharge of all “soldiers of color as
being unfit to associate with American soldiers.”110 However, the United States Navy did not
afford the luxury of subscribing to such harsh beliefs as it could not afford to ban veteran sailors
who proved themselves not only willing but capable men; thus, black sailors continued to serve
in the United States Navy.
In the years following the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, many slaves
purchased their freedom by working and saving money they had earned or by service to the
United States. Pensions served as an essential monetary reward for black sailors who served in
the Virginia Navy. However, securing their pensions became extremely difficult for black
sailors. In response to their pension petitions, both Richard Nickens and Joseph Ranger received
a letter indicating that “objections exist, which must be removed, before a pension can be
allowed,” both men would eventually receive their pensions late in life, Nickens at eighty-two,
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Ranger seventy-three.111 Men like Cyrus Bustille, Richard Allen, and Absalom Jones became
leaders within the black community of Philadelphia who had purchased or earned their freedom
and sought to encourage slaves by communicating how they not only understood their plight but
how they too have endured the bands of bondage from which God alone could free. Their
message for those who had been able to secure their freedom was simple: prove that they merited
liberty by their conduct, constantly aware that the defenders of slavery were ever vigilant,
seeking opportunities to exploit the notion that blacks could not use their freedom wisely.112

Black Men Finding Work at Sea

Opportunities for Black Men
Following the War of 1812, the perception of black men in the United States armed
services changed as there was no longer a desperate need for a black workforce in the army, and
thus the New Orleans Free Men of Color, the last organized group of black soldiers in the United
States Army, was abolished by 1834.113 However, the United States Navy continued to recruit
free black men, as service at sea rarely attracted men who could find stable work elsewhere; thus,
maritime work often became a haven for criminals, drunks, and sexual deviants.114 While no
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slave was "to be entered for the naval service or to form part of the complement of any vessel of
war of the United States," the navy never genuinely followed through with enforcing this as it
could not afford to ban experienced sailors.115 Thus, black sailors, both free and fugitive,
continued to serve, and many more free black men chose to enlist in the United States Navy,
despite the growing tensions and resistance that arose as the United States began to expand
westward as the continuation of the peculiar institution of slavery was in question.116
After the war, the Department of the Navy made each naval vessel and shore station
responsible for the enlistment and staffing of the necessary seamen and petty officers it required
to operate its vessels and staff its shore stations. The United States Navy soon found itself in
perpetual competition with the merchant marine as both sought to recruit experienced seamen for
their crews, and the navy relied heavily upon men who had gained experience in maritime
service. Recruits were interviewed by an officer or one of the boatswains to determine their level
of maritime experience, while a physician would verify their overall health.117 If the recruits
were healthy and had enough experience at sea, the crews would welcome them aboard.
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Black sailors served in various roles aboard ships; although many served as cooks and
stewards, they also performed duties typical to all sailors.118 Naval surgeon Dr. Edward Cutbush
recognized the need for sailors to obtain more exercise while at sea for their overall physical and
mental health. Furthermore, he noted, "there will be no difficulty in procuring a ‘fiddler,'
especially among the coloured men, in every American frigate, who can play most of the
common dancing tunes: to add to the gaiety, the fife and drum or tamborine may make a part of
the spirit-stirring music.”119 Although black sailors were not required to play an instrument and
have experience at sea, one's ability to add to the crew's health and mental wellness was a
welcome addition, especially considering that an instrument could provide some refreshing
entertainment for the crew during a long tour at sea.
In a letter to the Secretary of the Navy, Samuel L. Southard, Commodore William
Brainbridge provided an update on how recruiting was going in Philadelphia, stating there were
one-hundred and two men who had enlisted in the navy, of which eighteen were black.120
Brainbridge would continue to discuss the sailor’s bounty and his confidence in one's ability to
“become an able seaman” within four years, as it was “ample time” to make one fit for general

118

William McNally, Evils and Abuses in the Naval and Merchant Services, Exposed: With Proposals for
Their Remedy and Redress (Boston, MA: Cassady and March, 1839), 121., Samuel F. Holbrook, Threescore Years:
An Autobiography, Containing Incidents of Voyages and Travels, Including Six Years in a Man-of-War: Details of
the War between the United States and the Algerine Government, Bombardment of Algiers by Lord Exmouth, and Its
Subjugation by the French ; Also, Two Years in California, a Vist to the Crimea during the Bombardment and
Capture of Sebastopol, Journey Through Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine and Egypt ... (Boston, MA: J. French and Co.,
1857), 190., Roland Freeman Gould, The Life of Gould an Ex-Man-of-War's-Man (Claremont, NH: Claremont
Manufacturing Co., 1867), 188-189., Harold D. Langley, “The Negro in the Navy and Merchant Service--17891860, 1798,” The Journal of Negro History 52, no. 4 (1967): 278.
119

Edward Cutbush and Benjamin Rush, Observations on the Means of Preserving the Health of Soldiers and
Sailors; and on the Duties of the Medical Department of the Army and Navy; with Remarks on Hospitals and Their
Internal Arrangement (Philadelphia, PA, 1808), 126-127.

120

Captain William Bainbridge to Samuel L. Southard, Sept. 14, 1827, Captains Letters, July-Oct. 1827, p. 51,
Record Group 45, National Archive.

51
duties aboard a “vessel of war.”121 By 1803, all ships' captains were required to submit crew lists
to the Bureau of Customs at the port of departure and annotated crew lists upon entry into a U.S.
port to verify all sailors on vessels. The crew list contained a seamen's position, job title, or rank,
and other personal identification information, which did not provide an accurate record of the
number of black sailors, or other ethnic sailors, as the terms used to describe both complexion
and hair, the two primary identifiers for determining an individual's racial origin, were regularly
vague and confusing. Identifiers for black sailors were documented as “African, colored, black,
yellow/woolly, brown/woolly, and Negro.”122 One may also find the term “white and black” or
“mixed” to describe a black sailor, but the confusion often came with the indiscriminate use of
the word “dark,” which was used to document both one's complexion and hair color. As
individuals from Africa, the United States, France, Italy, and several other locations have "dark"
complexion and hair, it is difficult to accurately record how many sailors would represent both
free or enslaved African Americans. Additionally, the crew lists would often refer to the same
individual by different descriptions at various voyage points, making it difficult to accurately
track specific individuals throughout their time as a sailor.
The U.S. Congress enacted the use of Seamen's Protection Certificates to confirm the
identity and citizenship of its American seamen through the Act of 1796. The purpose of which
was to protect American seamen from impressment, which was a significant concern in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries by the British Royal Navy. The act required U.S.
Customs agents to issue the certificates to qualified seamen, maintain records of certificate
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applications, file the proofs of citizenship for each seaman, and supply the Department of State
with quarterly lists of registered seamen. A few of these certificates reveal the descriptions
provided to seamen noting: “Lyman Littlefield and made oath that he is a native of Newport state
of Rhode Island and a citizen of the United States, that he is aged 21? years, or thereabouts, of
the height of 5 feet, 3 inches, black hair, black eyes, black complexion. A free blackman.”123
In the previous example of Lyman Littlefield, note the use of the word “black” used to describe
the individual’s hair, eyes, and complexion, whereas if one examines the proof of citizenship of
Joseph Maloney a twenty-four-year-old of five feet four inches had a “dark complexion, black
wooly hair, black eyes, and has a scar on his right arm above the elbow,” Maloney was also
noted as being, “a free born Man of Colour.”124 For Joseph Maloney, the term “dark” is used for
his complexion, while “black wooly” describes his hair and “black” is used to describe his eyes.
Additionally, he is referenced as a “Man of Colour,” which could represent someone from
African descent, but it could also be used to reference someone from Italy or Spain.
One more example notes a twenty-five-year-old Charles Mendoza with a height of five
feet five inches as having a “Yellow complexion, black wooly hair, and bald on the top of his
head, dark eyes…[and] a free man of colour.”125

123

“Proof of Citizenship No. 9 – Lyman Littlefield, Jan 9, 1810 (NAID 118958181),” National Archives
and Records Administration (National Archives and Records Administration, n.d.),
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/118958181. The National Archives (NARA) holds the registers of seamen who
received these certificates, while the seamen themselves kept the actual certificates. The National Archives Building
in Washington, DC, and at NARA's regional facilities based on the port's location (primarily at NARA's facilities in
Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Atlanta, and Fort Worth) hold Certificate records. Some records have been
published on microfilm or are digitized and available in the National Archives Catalog.
124

“Proof of Citizenship – Joseph Maloney, Nov 8, 1820 (NAID 118906806),” National Archives and Records
Administration (National Archives and Records Administration, n.d.), https://catalog.archives.gov/id/118906806.

125

“Proof of Citizenship – Charles Mendoza, Jun 24, 1820 (NAID 118906806),” National Archives and Records
Administration (National Archives and Records Administration, n.d.), https://catalog.archives.gov/id/118906806.

53
The certificate for Charles Mendoza used the terms “yellow” to describe his complexion. The
term “wooly hair” is used again, with “dark” to describe his eyes. This “man of colour” could be
from America, France, or Spain. These certificates provide examples of how the different terms
were used to describe individuals and how they could cause some confusion and inconsistency.
The Department of the Navy did not begin formal rendezvous reports, the navy's
equivalent of Army enlistment registers, until 1846. Once established, the reports recorded the
number of men enlisted at a given recruitment station. Ordinarily, the reports documented the
recruit's name, rate, rendezvous (recruitment station or vessel), date of enlistment, place of birth,
age at their enlistment, and a brief physical description, which reflected the same amount of
vague confusion that the crew lists created. The United States Navy had no centralized
recruitment service or proper record-keeping system in place, which presents a challenge for
those attempting to research the history of black sailors and determine an accurate number of
how many black men served during a specific time. Although the rendezvous reports provided a
brief physical description, the quality and consistency of the description continued to be an issue.
Often the names and physical descriptions of sailors changed from ship to ship, whether it be the
spelling of a name or changing a sailor's race from "black" to "mulatto” to "colored," making it
difficult to maintain consistency in researching specific individuals or determining an accurate
number of black sailors serving within the United States Navy after the Revolutionary War.126
Still, in major port cities like New Orleans, Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore, and New
York, there continued to be several black men seeking to enlist in the navy, as many of the
recruits came from serving on merchant and whaling vessels and among skilled slaves who
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served on smaller vessels transporting goods through the various waterways of the Chesapeake
and Carolina low country. Throughout the 19th century, black sailors serving on merchant ships
or as whalers found a relative sense of independence and self-sufficiency at sea that was not
afforded to them on land, as even slaves found some autonomy on the waterways. The whaling
industry had grown exponentially after the War of 1812, as whalers supplied large amounts of
both oil and bones for processing and redistribution. Whale oil, the most valuable from the sperm
whale, was used in illuminating lamps, candle making, and the lubrication of machinery.
Whalebone was utilized in numerous articles such as corsets, “umbrella ribs, canes, shoehorns,
bristles for combs and brushes, book covers, fishing rods, penholders, frames for hats,” and
various aspects of furniture.127
In the North, black sailors experienced far more opportunities and had a greater sense of
equality with their white shipmates. However, problems arose for black sailors within southern
ports as southern slave-owners grew ever-increasingly fearful of an insurrection taking place,
following the Haitian Revolution and the more recent failed slave revolt led by Denmark Vessy.
Soon, the town's militia was called upon and the suspects were captured and brought in for
questioning. Vessey was found guilty of inciting slaves to insurrection, and in the end, the courts
convicted sixty-seven individuals of conspiracy. The heightened sensitivity towards potential
slave insurrections led South Carolina to pass the first of many state laws that would become
referred to as the Negro Seaman Acts.
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Challenges Black Men Faced Working at Sea
Aboard the various merchant and naval ships, African American sailors experienced, for
the most part, a great sense of equality amongst their shipmates. It was not a common occurrence
for there to be segregation or discrimination aboard the ship, especially as the presence of black
sailors became more common. Further investigation into the relationships that black sailors had
with their crews will be addressed in more detail in a future chapter, but one of the most
challenging aspects of life at sea for a black sailor would be the contrast between how they were
treated and accepted by their crew and then how they were received and treated once the ship
docked at various ports. At times the sharp contrast could be somewhat traumatic, although they
handled it with strength and resilience. One of the more difficult examples of this shift in
treatment would come with the adoption of the Negro Seamen Acts of 1822.
The Negro Seamen Acts of 1822, which applied to American merchant ships, warships,
and foreign merchant ships, required black sailors to either stay aboard their ship or wait in the
local jail while their ship was at port. Black sailors would remain locked up until their ships were
ready to leave port. The acts also stipulated that a ship’s owner could receive a fine of $1,000
and up to two months in jail for not reclaiming his black sailors before leaving the port, at which
the incarcerated sailor, if not accounted for by the ship’s owner, could face being sold into
slavery, even if the individual was a free man.128 Although there were some attempts at repealing
the act, as one ship captain argued that the act of 1822 violated the Constitution of the United
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States, the lower court of South Carolina refused to overrule it.129 On one occasion, a British
vessel coming up from Nassau landed in the port at Charleston; soon after, its mate and four
seamen were taken to the jail and held until their imprisonment was paid. Upon hearing of the
ordeal, Stratford Canning, the British minister in Washington, sent a letter to the Secretary of
State, John Quincy Adams, protesting the South Carolina law as the "most grievous and
extraordinary" treatment towards His Majesty's subjects. Canning went on to request the United
States government act "to prevent the recurrence of any such outrage in future.”130 Several
months later, Canning would receive a response; when he did, John Quincy Adams assured him
that the United States government had taken steps to ensure that the situation had been dealt
with, although in reality, the law continued to be enforced in South Carolina. However, John
Quincy Adams was also not disposed to force the issue, and when he learned that Elkison was
released, he was content to drop the matter altogether.131 On 20 December 1823, South Carolina
did slightly modify the act, repealing the clause which stated that free black sailors, who had
been left behind if their ship left port without them, would be enslaved. The modification
allowed free black sailors the opportunity to flee the state immediately under the penalty of
whipping.132

129

"Memorial of sundry masters of American vessels lying in the port of Charleston, S. C.," Niles' Register,
XXIV (1823), 31.
130

Philip M. Hamer, “Great Britain, the United States, and the Negro Seamen Acts, 1822-1848,” The Journal of
Southern History 1, no. 1 (1935): 3-28, 45.

131

John Quincy Adams and Charles Francis Adams, Memoirs of John Quincy Adams: Comprising Portions of His
Diary from 1795 to 1848 (London: Forgotten Books, 2015), VI. 279.

132

Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Manuscripts, Archives and Rare Books Division, The New
York Public Library. "“Negro Seamen Acts”" New York Public Library Digital Collections.
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/b8927f60-87d8-0133-9997-00505686a51c. p.2.

57
In 1829, Georgia issued a similar law, stating that all vessels with free black men
required a forty-day quarantine, whether crew or passenger. Black men who came ashore would
then be subject to imprisonment until their ship was set to sail. Sir Robert Peel, a member of the
British Parliament, characterized the law a “one of the most extraordinary enactments by any
legislature he had ever seen or heard of” but was compelled to admit that Great Britain had no
right to interfere with the internal regulation of the state of Georgia.133 North Carolina, Florida,
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas would go on to enact similar laws in their states.
Over the next few years, as each state began to enact its laws against free black sailors coming
ashore at ports throughout their state, the tensions between the British government and the
United States and the U.S. government and the individual states continued to grow.
In 1832, Florida declared it unlawful for a free black man to come, or be brought, into the
state. If it occurred, the individual would be imprisoned, and if they were ever to return, the law
stated that they would be sold into slavery for five years to the highest bidder.134 On one
occasion, a free black man from Nassau, William Forster, arrived in Florida and was compelled
to leave. Later in 1835, he returned to the state as a seaman on an American schooner, and the
law was enacted upon him, and he was sold into slavery for five years.135
Great Britain continued to seek out the assistance of the United States government as
“imposing temporary slavery on aliens…was contrary to International Law.” However, the
United States government believed it to be a state’s issue and left it up to each additional state to
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determine its course of action. South Carolina continued to enforce their laws arguing that they
were mere police regulations.136
Over the next few years, the enforcement of these Negro Seamen laws had become
routinely accepted by captains and their crews. Still, despite the growing apparent racist policies
established to maintain a separation between whites and blacks, the number of black sailors did
not decrease. Instead, it increased, proving that black sailors were willing to submit themselves
to certain abuses, believing that the opportunities, skills, and experience they gained aboard
various merchant and naval ships were worth the periodic discomfort.
Isaac Chauncy, the acting Secretary of the Navy in 1839, took note of “complaints of the
number of African Americans and other colored persons entered at some recruiting stations and
the consequent under-proportion of white persons transferred to ships or naval stations.” To
remedy the situation, Chauncy initiated a recruitment quota, which limited the number of
enlistments of free black men to no more than 5% of the “whole number of what persons”
enlisted “weekly or monthly,” which remained the official standard quota until the American
Civil War broke out.137 Regardless, no slave was to be enlisted for naval service or to be a part of
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any naval vessel.138 Even so, there were instances when slaves were assigned to various ships,
and their masters would collect their pay.139
Regardless of Southern attempts at restricting black sailors with the Negro Seaman Acts,
black men continued to pursue enlistment into the United States Navy in significant numbers
throughout the 1820s and 1840s. In 1842, a former member of the British Parliament, James Silk
Buckingham, while touring the USS Brandywine in Norfolk, Virginia, noted:
In the Brandywine there were forty able seamen, who were free negroes. I was much
struck with the fine, and even noble appearance of these men; their erect and muscular
forms no longer crouching under the influence of forced servitude, nor their heads hung
down under a conscious of inferiority, but leading a free, bold, independent, and active
life, their appearance partook of these new influences, and they were among the finestlooking men in the ship. In answer to my inquiries of the first-lieutenant, who had been
upwards of thirty years in the service, I learnt that they received exactly the same bounty,
the same wages, the same rations, and the same privileges as whites; and that in their
arrangements and classification for duty, as forecastle-men, top-men, waisters, and afterguard, no distinction was made between black and white, but each were mingled
indiscriminately, and classed only by their relative degrees of seamanship. In this, he
said, the blacks were not at all inferior to the whites, either in skill, readiness, or courage.
Nor did the white seamen evince the slightest reluctance to be associated with them on
terms of the most perfect equality in the discharge of their duties, or make their colour a
subject of antipathy or reproach. The cooks and stewards were chiefly colored men,
because they stand the heat better, and fall into these occupations more readily; and from
the negro seamen, the launch for wooding and watering, and for anchor duty, was
generally manned, because the African constitution could stand the heat of the sun, and
the atmosphere of swamps and marshes, better, than the American. In point of health,
however, they were quite equal; and while the service was rendered more efficient by this
arrangement, neither party objected to the classification. It was really to me a most
agreeable sight to see forty or fifty of these fine athletic Africans holding up their heads
like men, and looking as if conscious of their independence and equality, though at the
same time respectful, obedient, and less frequently subjected to punishment for neglect of
duty, than their white brethren.140
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Nathaniel P. Willis noted that in the early 1830s, while traveling from Trieste to Vienna, he
overheard a conversation by four Europeans who had visited the frigate Constellation while it
was in Trieste. On their visit, they noticed that one of its cutters was manned by an all-black
crew, leading the four Europeans to assume that all Americans were black and that their white
officers must be Englishmen.141
The U.S.S. Constellation was a 38-gun, wooden-hulled, three-masted frigate whose
construction had been authorized for the United States Navy, along with five other vessels, as
part of the Naval Act of 1794.142 These original six vessels later became the foundation for the
United States Navy, since the Continental Navy sold its last remaining vessel the Alliance in
August of 1785.143 The Naval Act of 1794, officially known as the Act to Provide a Naval
Armament, was passed by the Third United States Congress and signed into law by President
George Washington on March 27, 1794.144 Initially, the vessels were used to combat piracy
against merchant ships sailing back and forth from Europe. From 1819 until the Civil War, the
Sloop of War Constellation and a handful of other ships were assigned to the African Squadron.
Commodore Matthew Perry was placed in charge of the African Squadron in 1843 to prohibit the
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slave trade under the Webster-Ashburton Treaty, which in addition to calling for the end of the
slave trade, clarified some boundary issues between the United States and the British North
American Colonies.145 The U.S. ships that served in the African Squadron were used for a
twofold process. First, they were used to protect along the coast of West Africa to suppress the
slave trade as a part of the Blockade of Africa to suppress the international slave trade. In
preparation for his role in the Blockade of Africa, Commodore Perry, in a letter to then-Secretary
of the Navy Abel Upshur and Commander Josiah Tatnall, requested “a few black seamen and
ordinary seamen” for his vessels, believing black sailors to be “more enduring in hot climates
and are very serviceable to act as holders and as crews for the launches.”146 While
unprecedented, Perry’s request is most likely the earliest instance in which black men were
explicitly recruited for the Navy, although it is unknown how many of the black sailors
eventually sent to Commodore Perry were recruits or seasoned members of the Navy.
Nevertheless, these black sailors were utilized in the fight against the international slave trade.
One such occasion occurred on 26 September 1860, as the Constellation captured the
flagless Cora, nearly running down the slaver in the darkness, and found 705 slaves on board.
One crew member wrote of what he saw when the hatches were opened; the blacks “came
tumbling out of the hold, yelling and cringing. They ran forward and crouched at the bow…they
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were nearly starved.”147 Once captured, crew members of slave ships were dropped off at the
nearest port, the captain was required to post bail and await trial, and the newly freed slaves were
taken to Monrovia, Libera, while the ship was impounded and sold at auction. The U.S.
government paid a $25 bounty for each slave freed, and the crew split the money made from the
selling of the impounded ship was divided among the crew based on their rank, which was a
common custom.148
The limited involvement black sailors had in the Revolutionary War, and the
War of 1812 provides a glimpse into the desire and willingness of black sailors to fight for their
freedom and the freedom of others. The examples of courage and bravery shown by black sailors
set the foundation for the kind of heroism that will continue to be seen by African American men
in times of war and in times of peace, despite the reality that free black sailors often found
themselves considered inferior, untrustworthy, and imprisoned throughout southern ports
because of the color of their skin. The African Squadron plays a critical role in the history of
African American sailors, as it is the first time in American history that black men, all of whom
had some connection to slavery, chose to sail to Africa as members of the U.S. Navy to fight
against the international slave trade, providing black sailors with the ability to secure the
freedom of others. Although admittedly limited, it was also the first official step of the United
States to free enslaved people. As the nation began to transition closer toward secession, black
sailors continued to lead the way in their desire to fight for the freedom of others and against the
restrictions enforced upon them because of the color of their skin.
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Part II: Experiences in the Navy
Chapter Three:
“The only people in the history of the world…that ever became free without any effort of
their own.”
A Desire to Fight for a Desire of Freedom
Introduction:
Since 1643, transparent processes for returning fugitive criminals and indentured servants
have been in place, which led to slave laws later enacted in most of the original colonies.149 By
1705, New York sought to prevent slaves from escaping to Canada. Virginia and Maryland both
drafted laws that provided bounties and limitations for those who captured and returned escaped
slaves. At the time of the Constitutional Convention in 1787, slavery had already been abolished
in Vermont, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and Connecticut. Throughout the
country, there was a concern that these free states would entice runaways seeking freedom, and
so Southern politicians sought to include a clause into the Constitution that would solidify that
"no person held to service or labor" would be released from their bondage merely by escaping to
a free state.150
The start of the Civil War led a growing number of slaves to act on their desire and
pursuit of freedom by fleeing their enslavement. The United States faced a difficult decision of
what to do with all the fugitives from the South. Early on, the U.S. Navy, desperate for
individuals to man its ships, chose to allow these newly labeled "contraband" to enlist and serve
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aboard its vessels. Investigation into the rising number of "contraband" and free black sailors
enlisting in the U.S. Navy will reveal why they chose to enlist in the navy and how they came to
do so while providing a look into the experiences of black sailors in the navy during the Civil
War.
* * *
Like the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, the Fugitive Slave Clause afforded slave owners or
their "agents," the right to search for their runaway slaves within the "border of free states.” Once
the runway was captured, the owner or "agent" was required to bring them before a judge to
provide proof of ownership. Several Northern states disagreed with the Fugitive Slave Act,
believing it to be a form of legalized kidnapping, and passed “Personal Liberty Laws,” which
mandated a trial by jury before allowing alleged fugitives to return; others did not allow for local
jails or state officials to assist in the arrest or the return of fugitive slaves.151 The 1842 Supreme
Court case Prigg v. Pennsylvania clarified the legality of personal liberty laws, stating that any
“person held to service or labor in one state” who escaped to another state “shall be delivered up
on claim the party to whom such service or labor shall be due,”152 which then settled the
precedent that federal law superseded any attempt by a state to interfere with the Fugitive Slave
Act. Still, the act was not strictly enforced, and thousands of slaves were able to escape and find
freedom in the North.153
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As racial prejudices continued to grow in the South, and as opportunities for African
Americans continued to grow in the North, the tensions between the two continued to intensify.
The ever-growing number of slaves escaping or attempting to escape to the North brought about
a renewed sense in Southerners that the original Fugitive Slave Act was losing its strength,
leading Virginia Senator James M. Mason to draft the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. The renewed
act expanded the punishment for those assisting or harboring fugitives by penalizing officials
who did not arrest alleged escaped slaves-leading the officials liable to a fine of $1,000
(equivalent to $32,570 in 2021).154 Forcing institutions to now be responsible for enforcing
slavery by directly demanding "their direct assent to the practice of human bondage."155 Several
abolitionists began to speak out against the Fugitive Slave Act. Several Northern communities
gathered to help ensure the fugitive's safe passage.
The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and the Compromise of 1850 reveal several crucial
details regarding why several black men sought to enlist in the United States Navy. First, the
growing tensions between free and slave states created an even greater tension, especially along
with the border states. Southerners saw a growing number of black sailors coming in and out of
their ports and attempted to close off their ports to black sailors at the risk of imprisonment and
the potential of being sold into slavery. Still, black men were able to find a place where they
could experience a level of equality and appreciation. The threats and limitations placed upon
black sailors in ports throughout the South did not diminish the numerous black men who
enlisted in the navy. Secondly, Southerners felt the need to redeem, and further strengthen, a

154

“The Fugitive Slave Act - the U.S. Constitution Online.” The Fugitive Slave Act - The U.S. Constitution
Online. https://www.usconstitution.net/fslave.htm.
155

Winston Groom, Shiloh, 1862 (Washington D.C.: National Geographic, 2012), 50.

66
fading act with the revised Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, revealing the growing number of slaves
attempting to escape from slavery and experience life as free individuals. The spirit of enslaved
men and women was not quenched, which was a testament to their desire to continue fighting for
their freedom. Lastly, it reveals a dramatic shift toward abolition in the North, as the need for the
fugitive laws to be updated to ensure that those unwilling to accommodate the law would be
punished; thus indicating, a growing number of Northerners were willing to suffer for the
freedom of others.
In 1857, Dred Scott, a slave who sought to fight for his freedom in court, took his case to
the State Supreme Court with two appeals. The question was simple: Could a black man, who
was brought into this country as a slave, become a member of the political community under the
Constitution and be afforded the rights, privileges, and immunities of a citizen?156 The Court's
ruling was matched in its simplicity, as it ruled that black people could not be citizens. The
primary rationale for the Court's ruling was the belief that black people, free or enslaved, were
never intended to become a part of the American social and political landscape, stating that black
individuals were not included, nor were they intended to be included as "citizens" in the
Constitution. Therefore, any claim of black individuals for the rights and privileges provided and
secured to citizens of the United States is invalid. At the time of America's founding, black men
and women were considered as a subordinate and inferior class of beings who had been
subjugated by the dominant race and, whether emancipated or not, yet remained subject to their
authority having “no rights or privileges but such as those who held the power and the
Government might choose to grant them.”157
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The decision in the Dred Scott case became national news. The ruling helped strengthen
Northern opposition to slavery as it divided the Democratic Party into sectional lines and
encouraged secessionist elements among Southern supporters of slavery to make bolder demands
and overall strengthened the Republican Party. However, more importantly, it provided a
precedent identifying who could become a citizen, with all of the rights and privileges of such,
and additionally decided who was considered a person in the United States. While the Dred Scott
decision defined who could be considered an American and clarified that black men and women
could not be citizens of the United States, it did not thwart the attempts of those willing to risk
everything for a taste of freedom, even if it meant risking their lives. As tensions continued to
rise throughout the nation, there were growing tensions centered around the issue of slavery, the
ruling that African Americans were incapable of becoming citizens, and finally, the outbreak of
the Civil War.

“Contraband”

In 1928, author W. E. Woodward wrote in his biography of Ulysses S. Grant that “the
American negroes are the only people in the history of the world, so far as [he knew], that ever
became free without any effort of their own.” Although the Civil War freed them, it was a war
against their masters. Woodward believed that black men and women had no business in the war.
“They had not started the war nor ended it. They twanged banjos around the railroad stations,
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sang melodious spirituals, and believed that some Yankee would soon come along and give each
of them forty acres of land and a mule.”158
The notion that the four and a half million black men and women sat around as a
"passive, docile, uncomprehending recipient of freedom," who had no significant or influential
role in the tragedy that befell the Civil War, or in their fight for freedom, is a tragic narrative that
must be corrected. Far more remarkable is the neglect of the sacrifice and bravery of those who
had the most to lose in the war; the African American men, mostly escaped slaves, but some free,
who chose to serve and fight in the United States military the United States Navy. Provided the
wealth of information available on Civil War soldiers and an admitted neglect to the focus on
African American soldiers, it is astonishing to note the lack of knowledge and information
concerning African American sailors who served in the United States Navy. Although there have
been numerous books and articles that have addressed the active role that black men and women
played throughout the Civil War, there is still little to no knowledge within the general public
regarding the role of black men in the navy during the Civil War.
Since 1839, the Navy Department maintained a five percent rule regarding the number of
black sailors allowed to serve on a naval vessel. As a result, when the Civil War broke out in
1861, black sailors consisted of two and a half percent of all naval personnel.159 Before and
throughout the war, black men continued to enlist and serve aboard naval vessels, serving with
the Union blockade, during the Civil War. In total, approximately 17,000 men of African

158

William E. Woodward, Meet General Grant; with Twenty Illustrations (New York: Literary guild of
America, 1928), 372. Also referenced in Howard, Victor B. “The Civil War in Kentucky: The Slave Claims His
Freedom.” The Journal of Negro History 67, no. 3 (1982): 245–256., and James M. McPherson, The Negro's Civil
War; How American Negroes Felt and Acted during the War for the Union (New York: Ballentine Books, 1991),
XV.
159

Steven J. Ramold, Slaves, Sailors, Citizens: African Americans in the Union Navy (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois
University Press, 2002), 23.

69
heritage served in the Union Navy throughout the Civil War. Historian Joseph P. Reidy notes
that this number represented approximately twenty percent of the enlisted men in the U.S. Navy,
which was “nearly double the proportion of black soldiers who served in the U.S. Army during
the Civil War," clearly indicating that sailors of African descent “constituted a significant
segment of naval manpower.”160

A Desire to Fight
Following the attack and fall of Fort Sumter, several freed black men from all over the
northern states began to vocalize their patriotism. Free African American men in the North
offered to put together a regiment to fight in support of suppressing the rebellion. On April 17,
1861, General James S. Negley, militia commander of Western Pennsylvania, received word
from Capt. Samuel Sanders concerning the “Hannibal Guards.” They sympathized with their
“white fellow-citizens at the present crisis…[considering] ourselves American citizens and
interested in the Commonwealth of all our white fellow-citizens, although deprived of all out
political rights…are willing to assist in any honorable way or manner to sustain the present
Administration,” promising that he could raise a full company of free negro fighters if needed.161
The “Hannibal Guards,” recognizing their status, although free black men, not considered
citizens by law, believed themselves to be citizens and, as such, desired to serve however they
could.
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On April 23, 1861, the Secretary of War, Simon Cameron, received a letter from an
African American man from Washington stating that he was aware of some three hundred
reliable colored free citizens who desired to serve in the fight.162 That same day, a group of
African American men in Boston met in the Twelfth Baptist Church to call for a repeal of the
laws that prevented black men from joining the army. The resolutions reported that “the colored
people are ready to defend the Government and the flag of the country; and are ready to raise any
army of fifty-thousand men,” who would be prepared to begin drilling immediately if only the
laws would enable them to enlist.163
In a meeting of “the colored citizens of Cleveland, with the desire to establish a colored
military corps” resolved that “as colored citizens of Cleveland, desiring to prove our loyalty to
the Government, feel that we should adopt measures to prove ourselves in a position to defend
the Government of which we claim protection…as in the times of ’76, and the days of 1812, we
are ready to go forth and do battle in the common cause of the country.”164 In many large cities
throughout the Northern states, the same scenario played out where large groups of free black
men sought the opportunity to rise and fight for the preservation of the Government of the Union
and the freedom and liberties of its people. However, many of the black men who were willing
and ready to fight were met with disappointment as the United States did not allow black men to
serve in the army. Still, despite the laws prohibiting them from citizenship or the ability to take
up arms and enlist, their hearts desired to stand up, believing themselves to be citizens of the
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United States, and help in any way possible to maintain the Union for which they cared so
deeply.
Throughout the Civil War, enslaved men and women continued to escape their bondage
in the South in hopes of a chance at freedom in the Northern states and Canada. Slaves who had
successfully escaped their owners early in the war were often returned because of the federal
regulations in place from the Fugitive Slave Act, which required individuals within the Union to
return the escaped slaves to their owners. On 9 May 1861, Rev. J. Sella Martin, a former slave
who escaped to the North in 1855, wrote to Frederick Douglass and discussed how two Union
officers had sent back fugitives that sought their protection. Rev. Martin was upset as he
communicated his frustration in how Union soldiers would not sell the Southerner's food, yet
they would allow slaves to continue raising and harvesting food for the Southerners. "They arrest
traitors and yet make enemies of the colored people." Rev. Martin goes on to reveal that he had
news that the slaves who witnessed the Union soldiers returning fugitive slaves to the South
"made the slaves determined to fight for the South, in the hope that their masters may set them
free after the war," since it was clear that the "North will not let them fight for them."165
On May 23, the same day Gen. Butler arrived at Fort Monroe; he received a report of
three black men seen in a boat coming from Sewall's Point, where the Confederates were
building up a battery. The three men were brought before Gen. Butler and informed him of some
specific details of the battery and its progress. The men stated that they belonged to Colonel
Mallory, who commanded the Virginia troops around Hampton but was making plans to take his
slaves to Florida. The three fugitives before Gen. Butler informed him that they had wanted to
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remain in the area and escaped to the fort. On the following day, Gen. Butler was informed that a
Maj. Carey sought to speak with him, so Gen. Butler met him along the picket line.
Carey opened the conversation by asking if passage through the blockading fleet would
be allowed for families and citizens of Virginia, who sought to head North towards safety. The
two men discussed the arrangement and Butler's concerns regarding the potential for abuses of
the privilege. Eventually, Carey made the statement, "I am informed that three negroes belonging
to Col. Mallory have escaped within your lines. I am Col. Mallory’s agent and have charge of his
property. What do you mean to do with those negroes?” Butler responded, "I intend to hold
them." To which Carey responded, "Do you mean, then, to set aside your constitutional
obligation to return them?” Butler calmly responded, "“I mean to take Virginia at her word, as
declared in the ordinance of secession passed yesterday. I am under no constitutional obligations
to a foreign country, which Virginia now claims to be.” Carey, attempting to outwit the seasoned
general replied, "But you say we cannot secede, and so you cannot consistently detain the
negroes.” It was at this time that Butler called upon his wisdom and training as a lawyer and
answered the young major stating,
But you say you have seceded, so you cannot consistently claim them. I shall hold these
negroes as contraband of war, since they are engaged in the construction of your battery
and are claimed as your property. The question is simply whether they shall be used for
or against the Government of the United States. Yet, though I greatly need the labor
which has providentially come to my hands, if Colonel Mallory will come into the fort
and take the oath of allegiance to the United States, he shall have his negroes, and I will
endeavor to hire them from him.166
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The response was perfectly executed, as Gen. Butler had figured out a way around the Fugitive
Slave Act, which required him to return the slaves; thus, providing the enemy with a stronger
workforce, he also secured three more men willing to work for the Union who possessed crucial
knowledge of the progress of the Confederate battery.
Gen. Butler’s use of the term “contraband” spoke not only to his long career as a lawyer
but also established a precedent for how Union officers would handle fugitive slaves throughout
the rest of the war. The use of the term “contraband” meant that once a fugitive slave crossed
over into Union army lines, they were then, by the understanding of their enemy, classified as
property. As property of the enemy, especially property that helped to strengthen the enemy
forces, contraband would not be returned. Butler’s use of the term “contraband” would spread
like a wildfire throughout the Union, as officers would begin utilizing the term to deny the return
of fugitive slaves, and by August 6, 1861- fugitive slaves were officially declared to be
“contraband of war,” and if found to be contraband of war, they were declared free according to
the Confiscation Act of August 1861.167
As the war progressed, more and more men, women, and children escaped into Unioncontrolled territory, seeking freedom under the Emancipation Proclamation. The army and the
navy helped them to form camps along the eastern coastal shores and provided them a place to
begin to build a life for themselves.168 As African American men continued to enlist in the U.S.
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Navy, male “contrabands” were trained and utilized aboard navy vessels. However, on 25
September 1861, Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles announced that the U.S. Navy would
formally enlist African American contrabands into the navy as sailors – the navy assigned them
the lowest ranks of first-, second-, or third-class boy. Welles later changed his mind and, on 18
December 1862, authorized contrabands to be enlisted into the navy at the rank of landsman,
which was one rank higher than a first-class boy and the same rank at which white recruits were
enlisted. By the end of 1862, not only were African American men allowed to enlist in the navy
at the same rate as their white shipmates, dependent upon their experience at sea, but they also
received the same benefits, uniforms, pay, medical care, and pensions.
***
William Tillman was a twenty-seven-year-old free black man from Delaware, living in
Rhode Island, who pursued a maritime career as a cook and steward as sailor, and was hired by
Jonas Smith & Co. to work aboard their ship the S.J. Waring.169 On 7 July 1861, Williams's ship
was seized by the Confederate privateer ship, Jefferson Davis, before the ship could dock in New
York. The rebel privateers had plotted to sell Tillman and the other black crewman into slavery
once they arrived in Charleston, South Carolina. The privateers assigned six men to the task of
sailing the ship to Charleston and collecting the prize money. Having discovered their plan,
Tillman declared that he was "not going to Charleston a live man," proclaiming to his fellow
shipmates, "they may take me there dead." Tillman rallied his crew to create an uprising aboard
the ship. On 16 July, during the middle of the night, Tillman quietly slipped into the cabin of the
leader of the prize crew, raised a hatchet that he had hidden away high into the air, and with all
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of his strength brought it crashing down upon the Southern seamen's head “from which he
seemed to be launched into eternity, for he moved not an inch.” Once he was done, Tillman left
the stateroom, which looked more like a slaughterhouse “covered with blood.” The crew
continued to beat the prize crew members with clubs and axes; having killed three men, they
dumped their bodies into the ocean.
On 21 July 1861, the liberated S.J. Waring and her crew arrived in New York harbor. A
crowd of police officers, journalists, and curious bystanders met Tillman and William Stedding,
an enlisted member of the crew, on the dock. In an interview, Tillman was asked if he had
encountered any difficulty in re-taking the ship and killing his captures, to which he replied by
remarking how they had struggled a little but were quickly thrown overboard. They all had
breathing life in them, and as they sank in the sea my heart palpitated slightly. Tillman remarked
about how he felt a wave of sorrow that came over him as he sacrificed human life. He noted that
“everything being as still as midnight on the sea could possibly make it, I felt a shuddering
sensation, but as soon as I felt the cause which impelled me on to the deed, I felt relieved.”170
The defeats at Fort Sumter and First Bull Run were fresh in the minds of New Yorkers, as their
anger and frustration with the rebels grew, hearing of Tillman’s attack against rebel privateers
gave them the inspiration and hope they needed. Tillman received a hero’s welcome upon his
return as the nation felt “indebted for the first vindication of its honor on the sea.”171
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Despite the actions of William Tilman, the echoing statement that black men and women
heard was, “This is a white man’s war!”172 Everywhere black men from the North turned, the
reality of such statements confronted them. The purpose of the war was continually
communicated by the Lincoln administration and Republican newspapers, even in antislavery
publications like the New York Tribune, as they communicated how the focus of the war was on
the restoration of the Union, believing that slavery had nothing to do with it. Still, the flame of
desire for freedom within the hearts and minds of African American men and women continued
to burn.
***
On July 15, 1861, one of Mt. Vernon's lookouts noticed a small boat adrift near the
Stingray Lighthouse. The lighthouse was a hexagonal screwpile in the Chesapeake Bay that
settled east of the entrance to the Rappahannock River. Commander Oliver S. Glisson ordered an
officer to take a small boat crew to the lighthouse to investigate. To their shock, the crew
discovered six fugitive slaves that had taken shelter there during the night and left their boat
adrift to avoid detection. Upon hearing what the crew found, Glisson informed Flag Officer Silas
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H. Stringham, commanding officer of the Union Navy's Atlantic Blockading Squadron, stating
that six escaped slaves "appear to be very much frightened and state that people on shore are
about arming the negroes, with the intention of placing them in the front of the battle." Glisson
communicated that the black population was "deserting in every direction." In addition to the six
fugitives on board Mt. Vernon, two other boats were filled with runaways and picked up by
Union vessels throughout the night. Glisson listed the names of the six men and stated, "I have
rationed these negroes on board of this vessel, until I receive orders from you as to their
disposal."173 Many Union Naval commanders were sympathetic to the abolitionist cause. They
were eager to help and assist fugitive slaves as they came across them, but the question
remained, what would become of them?
***
On May 13, 1862, in Charleston, South Carolina, in the dark early hours. A few miles
from Fort Sumter, a Confederate sidewheel steamer named the Planter was moored. Its bell
gently rang as the light breeze filled the air. The Planter was 147 feet long, 30 feet wide, had two
enclosed paddle wheels on each side of the ship, and was considered one of the newest and
fastest coastal steamers in the area.174 On the ship's deck stood twenty-three-year-old Robert
Smalls; also on board was his family- Hannah, his wife; Elizabeth, their four-year-old daughter;
Robert Jr., their infant son, and six other enslaved black men who were a part of the crew. Robert
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devised a plan to help save his family and keep them together, but they all would die if he
failed.175 Still, his wife told him: “It is a risk, dear, but you and I, and our little ones must be free.
I will go, for where you die, I will die.”176 The reality of trying to escape with children
significantly raised the chances of being caught, as children would naturally slow down the
group, but trying to escape with an infant was almost impossible, as the slightest cry could alert
slave patrols. If the crew was caught, it would undoubtedly lead to severe punishment; owners
could legally have runaways whipped, shackled, or Robert Small’s worst nightmare, sold.177
Robert planned to alert the other enslaved crew members on board the Planter and take it
over. As the time arrived for their plan to be set into motion, Robert signaled the other members.
The Planter was used by Confederate general Roswell Ripley, commander of the Second
Military District of South Carolina, for transporting and relaying his personal military dispatches.
Robert Smalls attempted to escape slavery in the Confederate general’s boat, a few feet away
from the general’s headquarters, and deliver it to a Union blockade vessel.178 Smalls worked on
the Planter’s crew for the past year and had proven himself to the three white officers on board.
They promoted him from deckhand to wheelman, essentially taking over the role of the pilot,
navigating the shifting sandbars throughout Charleston’s Harbor. The first challenge was dealing
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with the three white officers, who, according to military orders, General Orders, No. 5, white
officers were required to remain with their crews on board, day, and night, so that the ship would
be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice. However, the new captain, Relyea, would
occasionally leave the ship in the hands of the black crew so that he and his white officers could
go home to their families.
On the day of the escape, Smalls and his crew had picked up four massive cannons and
200 pounds of ammunition, which were to be delivered to Fort Ripley in the morning. The
presence of the cannon on board provided an opportune time to seize the Planter. Around three
o’clock in the morning, the crew began to take some logs and prepare the steam. Once the time
was right, Smalls ordered the crew to raise two flags. The first was the Stars and Bars, the
official Confederate flag, and the other was the state flag of South Carolina. As the steamer
began to leave, Smalls, acting as captain of the ship, and Allston, the wheelman, positioned
themselves in the pilothouse where Smalls donned Captain Relyea’s straw hat. The rest of the
crew continued to prepare the ship for its regular duties.179 Smalls continued to captain the ship
towards the North Atlantic Wharf, where his family and a few others waited patiently. Three
men, five women, and three children all got aboard the Planter upon reaching the pier. In
remembering the moment, Smalls stated, "the boat moved so slowly up to her place we did not
have to throw a plank or tie a rope."180 After two miles, they approached Fort Johnson and came
across a guard boat in the harbor shortly after passing the fort, but their plan seemed to be
working as they did not raise any suspicion. As the ship approached Fort Sumter, it began to pick
up speed, passing several more boats; all the while, Smalls continued to wave and signal salute
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with a whistle, every so often shouting a greeting to the brig’s pilot.181 The closer they came to
Fort Sumter, the greater the danger, but as they came out of range of the fort's cannons, Smalls
ordered more steam and began heading towards the Union fleet.182 The troops at Fort Sumter
realized that the Planter was heading towards the Union fleet when it did not turn east towards
Morris Island. The guards at Fort Sumter attempted to signal the island, but Smalls and his crew
were too far ahead to be stopped by that point.
As the Planter approached the Union blockade, a heavy fog settled in and made it difficult
to see. Smalls had a makeshift white flag raised, and it approached the 174-foot, three-masted,
clipper ship named the Onward. The captain of the Onward, not seeing the white flag and fearing
that the Planter was attempting to ram it, prepared his men to arm their guns. Moments before
issuing the order to fire, Captain Nickels of the Onward noticed the white flag and instructed his
men to stand down. As the sixteen fugitive slaves realized their freedom from slavery, Smalls
spoke to captain Nickels stating, “Good morning, sir! I’ve brought you some of the old United
States guns, sir! – that were for Fort Sumter, sir!”183
***
On a dark and rainy Sunday evening, September 20, 1862, in Wilmington, North
Carolina, eight male slaves took possession of a boat and began their twenty-eight nautical mile

181

Cate Lineberry, Be Free or Die: The Amazing Story of Robert Smalls' Escape from Slavery to Union
Hero (New York: Picador, 2018), 23.
182
183

“A Strike of Freedom,” Detroit Free Press, December 17, 1893

James Malcolm Guthrie, Camp-Fires of the Afro-American: Or, the Colored Man as a Patriot, Soldier, Sailor,
and Hero, in the Caus of Free America (New York: Johnson, Reprint, 1970), 313.

81
journey from Orange Street to the Atlantic Ocean.184 In his journal, fugitive slave William B.
Gould described how at the nearby Fort Caswell, there was a Confederate presence that denied
the United States Navy access to the busy Wilmington harbor. So, these eight fugitives would
need to move quickly and quietly under cover of darkness or risk being caught. Taking turns at
the oars, creeping ever so gently southward towards the Atlantic, these men sought to “leave the
land of chivalry and seek protection under the banner of the free.”185 By morning, they had made
their way to the Atlantic and had set their sail high to catch the wind. Not long after they reached
the open ocean, they spotted the U.S.S. Cambridge and the U.S.S. State of Georgia, both part of
the North Atlantic Blockading Squadron. In the logbook for the U.S.S. State of Georgia, on 22
September, 1862, operating within eyesight of Fort Caswell by 8:00 A.M., notes, “At 10 saw a
boat…and at 10:10 Cambridge sent a boat and reported picking up a boat with eight contrabands
on board. Ship lying too off the Fort [Caswell].” The Cambridge log noted that at 9:50: “Saw a
sail S.W.W. and signaled same to other vessels. Stood for strange sail and at 10:30 picked up a
boat with 8 contrabands from Wilmington, N.C.”186 Additionally, two other boatloads of William
B. Gould’s friends would be picked up by other ships, followed by 20 more two weeks later.
Around the same time the men were boarding the Cambridge, President Lincoln was reading
aloud a preliminary proclamation to his cabinet, stating that slaves held by those in the rebellion
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will be freed on the first day of January by virtue of the President’s military authority, utilizing
them and invoking the Confiscation Act of July 17, 1862.
William B. Gould and his friends were not the only fugitives to find safety in the U.S.
Navy, one commander wrote to his superior in the Department of the Navy, “Fourteen
contrabands have reached the Monticello and Penobscot and several the Cambridge within a few
days, and as the vessels have not room for them, will you please direct what disposition shall be
made of them?”187 Thankfully, Acting Rear-Admiral S. P. Lee, did not share the same opinion
regarding the situation and proposed to make use of any contrabands that he encountered. “I have
the honor to enclose for your approval,” he noted in a requisition for the following rates that
were not vacant to be able to fill up the original complement allowed to this vessel by the Navy
Department, as he believed that were necessary to render the vessel efficient. The vacancies had
been caused by “desertions at Baltimore; and by several men being sent home on sick-tickets.
Viz:- Two Seamen, Eight ordinary Seamen, Three Landsmen, one First Class Boy, one Corporal
and Three Private Marines. Total 18 men.”188
Contraband William B. Gould would fill one of those vacancies stating, “All of us
shipped today [October 3] for three years, first taking the Oath of Allegiance to the Government
of Uncle Samuel.” Gould was first assigned to the position of First-Class Boy and would later
rise the ranks to Landsman and Wardroom Steward. Gould took note to provide an almost daily
chronicle of his life within the U.S. Navy and his experiences during the war.189
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***
On Saturday, September 21, 1862, the Boston-based abolitionist newspaper The
Liberator printed a response from Secretary of the Navy, Gideon Welles regarding the enlistment
of black men into the Union Navy, where Welles stated, the “Navy has not been in the habit of
examining a seamen’s complexion before shipping him. ‘Can you fight?’ is the only
question?”190 On that same day, President Abraham Lincoln returned to the White House to
prepare for a meeting scheduled for Monday with his cabinet. The topic of the meeting was the
President’s intent to promulgate an emancipation proclamation, which he would rewrite as “the
culmination of months of work and worry.”191 Lincoln had first voiced his thoughts on
“emancipating the slaves by Proclamation” in the event that “the rebels did not cease to persist in
their war” while on a carriage ride with Secretary Steward, his wife, and the Secretary of the
Navy, Gideon Welles.192 Believing that freeing the slaves was essential to the Union, and
following the disastrous Peninsula Campaign and the devastating defeat at Second Manassas,
Welles mentioned another factor that influenced the president’s push towards emancipation, the
Confederate reliance on the labor of slaves who “if not armed and disciplined were in the service
of those who were, not only as field laborers and producers, but thousands of them were in
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attendance upon the armies in the field, employed as waiters and teamsters, and the fortifications
and intrenchments were constructed by them.”193
The United States Congress passed the Confiscation Acts in 1861 and 1862, which
enabled the federal government to seize property that was used to support the Confederate
rebellion, including property such as slaves.194 "An act to make an additional article of war" was
approved March 13, 1862, forbidding the United States military from returning escaped slaves to
their owners.195 The ability to legally obtain and hold these “contraband” of war provided the
slaves a level of freedom and security throughout the rest of the war. The term "contraband" was
not used in official United States naval record until August 10, 1861, after William Budd of the
gunboat USS Resolute stated in a letter to Gideon Welles, the Secretary of the Navy, that the
"foreman of the contrabands, who is a remarkably intelligent negro, informs [him] that an
expedition is organized in Machodoc."196 It became a term of legality and another label that
black men and women would find reassuring as it signified their freedom. While black sailors
benefitted from the legality of being labeled “contraband,” they desired and sought to prove and
redefine themselves as shipmates and, more importantly, as men.
Stories of men, women, and children against incredible odds, risking their lives for a taste
of freedom, reveal the mindset and desire of African Americans during the Civil War, helping to
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dismantle the notion that African Americans were at all passive in their obtaining freedom from
slavery. As Union forces claimed more and more contrabands, the next big hurdle was figuring
out what the Union should do with them all. As hundreds and eventually thousands of
contrabands crossed enemy lines into Union territory, the initial wave of excitement and freedom
was met with the harsh realization that they are now without the regular substance and shelter
previously provided by their masters. For some, their knowledge and skill as carpenters,
mechanics, barbers, boatmen, and other similar skills were able to find work. However, most
enslaved individuals spent their lives serving in a single household or working as field hands,
utterly dependent on their masters for their food and clothing. These "displaced persons" quickly
became the wards of the United States Government or organized religious and humanitarian
groups like the Religious Society of Friends, which was especially active in assisting.197
Commanders of naval vessels were often willing to train male contrabands to work
aboard the ships, but the number of men, women, and children became a logistical challenge, as
resources were limited. Hilton Head Island and Beaufort, South Carolina, which had been
occupied by Gen. T.W. Sherman and his men back in 1861, were transformed into "contraband
camps" for thousands of fugitives abandoned at Port Royal and the nearby Sea Islands.198 Gen.
Sherman quickly employed them to unload supplies and provisions at Port Royal from the
various naval vessels in the harbor, under the responsibility of the chief quartermaster, Captain
Rufus Saxton.199 While it may have been hard labor, it gave the contrabands a sense of value and
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opened up the door for the navy to utilize their skills as a resource to help give them an edge in
their attempts at blockading Southern ports. Men, women, and children began to launder and
mend clothes, help with hard physical labor, cook, and some even were used to help care for
those who suffered injuries or fell ill.200
Early in the war, black men and women familiar with the local area often served as
informants for Union commanders and provided crucial information on Confederate recruiting
tactics or supply chains. In one instance, Commander Thomas Tingey Craven, in his August 11,
1861, report to Secretary Welles, explained, “This evening at sunset a negro came on board and
intimated to my steward that he could give me some important information.” In questioning the
man, the informant disclosed how an Irishman named Maddox, working with a Dr. Combe, had
been actively procuring volunteers for the Confederate Army, gathering munitions and clothing
for rebel soldiers, which were transported across the river to Virginia. The informant informed
Craven how the two men transported the “negroes, horses, and wagons” to different landings
throughout the night to remain out of sight.201
Although the requirements for declaring fugitive slaves as “contraband” was
straightforward, there were times when naval commanders would be required to utilize their
judgment on whether to utilize them as resources. On November 21, 1861, one example occurred
as Captain Charles F.W. Behm of the U.S.S. Brazileria, which served in the blockading of
Beaufort, North Carolina, noted in his logbook that his ship had received five contrabands. While
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the Confederate Army had not directly utilized them for military projects, they all possessed
skills that could potentially be useful for the South, namely carpentry, piloting, surveying, and
masonry. Capt. Behm chose to declare these men “contraband” according to the Confiscation
Act, based upon the potential for their skills to be used to help strengthen and support the
South.202 Declaring fugitives as “contraband” under the premise that the skills they had acquired
in their enslavement could be utilized to help strengthen the Confederate forces not only took a
large workforce away from the rebels but also assured their immediate freedom.

Seeking to Enlist in the Fight
In 1850, the former United States Army post of Fort Severn in Annapolis, Maryland,
transitioned from the Naval School to the United States Naval Academy. Over the previous five
years, the school had developed a curriculum that included study in navigation, gunnery and
steam, mathematics, chemistry, English, natural philosophy, and French. However, with its new
name came a curriculum change that incorporated requiring its midshipmen to study at the
academy for four years and train aboard ships during their summers.203 The goal of the United
States Naval Academy was to develop an apprentice system to train new seamen and modernize
the navy. By August of 1860, the sixty-year-old USS Constitution was recommissioned and
anchored at “the yard,” which is the term used to refer to the campus, to introduce the incoming
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freshman, referred to as “plebes,” to shipboard life and experiences.204 The United States Naval
Academy did a good job of training and preparing young officers for life in the navy.
However, with the beginning of the Civil War, the Union Navy found itself in desperate
need of staffing and expanding its fleet following the fall of Fort Sumter, as President Lincoln
had announced on April 19, 1861, that a blockade would be placed on all ports of states that
seceded from the Union.205 The General in Chief of the Army, Winfield Scott, suggested the
basis for the Union Naval strategy, which involved a naval blockade of the Southern coast,
which was believed to serve three purposes: First, the blockade would split the Confederate
forces. Second, it would establish a barrier around much of the South. Finally, it would open up
the Mississippi River for farming in the West.206 For the blockade to be successful, the navy
would expand from its 42 commissioned ships to 671 vessels, and from 1861 to 1865 the U.S.
Navy commissioned a total of 1,059 ships.207 Scott’s plan, which was dubbed the “Anaconda
Plan” by the Northern press, based on George B. McClellan’s divisive term for the strategy – the
“boa constrictor plan,” was designed "so as to envelop the insurgent States and bring them to
terms with less bloodshed than by any other plan."208 Several individuals disapproved of the
plan, including McClellan, believing it was too defensive, and lacked swift action. The blockade
proved to be a difficult task to accomplish, considering the lack of vessels and manpower to
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cover the thousands of miles in between naval bases. British minister Lord Lyons took note of
the size of the Union blockade noting that the Union Navy lacked a “force sufficient to establish
an effective blockade of such a length of coast.”209 In the North, black men had already been
working aboard naval ships for some time, and so there was no hesitation in their being able to
continue.210 In fact, within the first ninety days following the attack at Fort Sumter, around three
hundred black recruits enlisted into the navy, with many of them having an average of five years
prior maritime service per man.211 By July of 1861, the Navy began to utilize the ever-growing
number of escaped “contrabands” to help deal with its manpower shortage in an unofficial
capacity.
Although free black sailors had been serving in the Union Navy, “contrabands” were
confined to manual labor or servant-like tasks. However, under the growing pressure from naval
officers and his leanings toward abolition, Secretary of the Navy, Gideon Welles, recognized the
benefit of their service to the navy and, on 25 September 1861, announced that the Union Navy
would formally enlist African American fugitives into the navy as sailors – at the lowest ranks of
first-, second-, or third-class boy, a rank that was previously applied to youths between thirteen
and eighteen who desired to become sailors.212 Within three weeks, the number of "contrabands"
at Fort Monroe, under Maj. Gen. Ambrose E. Burnside, rose to about 1,000, the Union Army
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followed and began to pay male "contrabands" $8 a month and females $4 plus clothing.213 The
favorable policy, which extended beyond just the able-bodied freed men, directly benefited the
United States Navy. By the end of the first year of the war the navy established a policy that
welcomed fugitive slaves and free black men on board Union blockading ships. The navy offered
them protection from their southern masters; and provided them with food and shelter.214 For the
men who escaped slavery, at least to experience a piece of freedom, the opportunity to find a job
that paid them, provided food, and clothing was a godsend. Their enlistment into the navy shifted
their position from merely being freed from their enslavement, yet stuck in limbo, and positioned
them as members of the United States Navy, gainfully employed.
The enlistment of “contrabands” into the rank of boy meant that they would, at least
initially, perform the dirtiest and more physically demanding jobs aboard the ship, as well as
carried ammunition, acting as “powder monkeys” during battle– however, because they were
now enlisted into the navy they would receive a salary of $8-$10 a month depending on their
rank.215 At the same time, Welles’ reasoning for this policy was partially economic, as nearly
50% of the navy’s budget was taken up by sailor’s pay and benefits,216 which allowed the
expansion of the navy’s manpower, which despite recruiting 1500 sailors a month, was still short
3000 men.217 Naval commanders were instructed that “to supply your wants you will have to
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resort to the expediency of enlisting contrabands, as no more men can be sent to you. Enlistments
do not keep pace with the wants of the service.”218
As the demand for manpower continued, the Militia Act created a way to entice
enlistments into the Army rather than depending on the draft. By creating a bounty system, army
enlistees would receive up to $100 in cash to avoid the draft by enlisting, making the army
appear more desirable than the navy. After losing more than a thousand re-enlistments from
white sailors,219 Secretary Welles made a significant policy change in December of 1862, by
revoking orders enacted after the Confiscation Act, which enabled enlisted "contraband" to be
able to enlist into the position of "landsman," which included a raise to $12 a month, but denied
black sailors the ability for promotion to petty or commissioned officer.220 The prospect of
higher wages and an opportunity of meaningful work enticed numerous African American men
to enlist in the navy.
As the war continued, the Union Navy needed to continue to expand its fleet to ensure
that the growing Confederate Navy could not establish complete control of the southern
coastlines. With Confederate ships on the high seas, the Union Navy sought to blockade more
than 3,500 miles of coastline that stretched from the Potomac River down to the Rio Grande.
Throughout the coastline were around two hundred harbors, inlets, and streams, so patrolling
them would be a daunting task. Additionally, the need to secure and operate upon interior
navigable rivers, where the navy would provide logistic and fire support for Army forces,
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required even more sailors.221 Such a significant expansion, forced the Navy to find men willing
to enlist. From 1861 to 1865, the naval officer corps would quadruple in its size expanding from
1,300 officers to 6,700. The number of sailors serving within the navy grew from 7,600 sailors at
the beginning of the war to more than 50,000 sailors by the war’s end.222 To fulfill its needs, the
Union Navy did not shy away from allowing black men to enlist and serve. The long and rich
history of black at sea excited the Union Navy, as it drew upon the experience of black sailors to
man its fleet. Throughout the course of the Civil War, black sailors would make up around
sixteen percent of the naval fleet. A number almost twice that of the U.S. Army. Though it is
difficult to determine exact numbers due to the poor record keeping and destruction of records
after the war, it is believed that around 18,000 black men served as sailors within the U.S. Navy,
which constituted around twenty percent of the enlisted naval force.223 Of those that enlisted and
chose to serve, were fugitive slaves deemed “contraband” who sought to continue to fight for
their freedom as well as the freedom of others.
While William Woodward was correct in that black men and women “had not started the
war,” he failed to recognize the number of black men who not only fought for their freedom but
made enormous sacrifices for the freedom of others. The picture of black men and women
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twanging banjos, singing songs, and merely waiting for their “forty acres of land and a mule” is a
gross misrepresentation that for too long was believed and understood.224
Through an investigation into the growing number of stories of black men and women
who risked their lives to obtain freedom by fleeing their enslavement, the United States
government was challenged with what to do with the ever-growing number of fugitives. In
response to this challenge, the U.S. Navy was the first to benefit from the desire and drive of
these newly labeled "contraband," as it needed individuals to serve aboard its growing fleet. By
offering to protect them from their previous owners, providing them with a steady job and three
meals a day, the same pay and uniforms as their white shipmates, and hands-on training for those
without any experience at sea, the navy saw an influx of contrabands seeking to enlist, further
revealing the fighting spirit of African Americans, who would go on to play an active role in
their freedom and the freedom of others.225
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PART II: Experiences
Chapter Four:
“Having muskets on their shoulders, and bullets in their pockets.”
Experience in the Ranks: Black Men in the U.S. Navy.

Introduction:
Early in the war, both the United States and the Confederate States officially barred black
men from enlisting. However, the makeup of the men that served in the armed forces was not
entirely of European descent. In September 1861, Frederick Douglass published an article in
his self-titled newsletter Douglass’ Monthly entitled “Fighting Rebels with only One Hand,” in
which he reported the reality of black men being used as workers in the Confederate Army
utilized as cooks, servants and laborers who, at times, “having muskets on their shoulders, and
bullets in their pockets,” were ready to shoot down any Union troops and help to build up that of
the rebels. Douglass continued to speak of the number of black soldiers at Manassas, and how
“the negroes are numerous in the rebel army, and do for that army its heaviest work, is beyond
question.”226 Douglass based his statement on several first-hand accounts, both official and
unofficial, from Union veterans who came across black soldiers on southern battlefields in 1861.
In focusing on the experience of black sailors in the ranks of the U.S. Navy, an
investigation into the enlistment of black sailors, their opportunities for various roles and rates
aboard the ship, their training, daily routine, relationships with the crew, and known risks will
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help to reveal how progressive the U.S. Navy was in their enlistment while shining a light on the
atmosphere of opportunity and equality black sailors experienced within the U.S. Navy.
Five months after Douglass’s previous statement, the Boston Evening Transcript
provided another account regarding the presence of African American soldiers fighting for the
Confederate forces, this time it came from a black soldier who had escaped after the battle,
claiming to have seen “700 black men from Georgia, 1000 from South Carolina, and about 1000,
including his own, in Virginia, destined for Manassas when he ran away…He believed that the
slaves of the South would all take the side of the North if they understood that the North was
friendly to them.”227 On February 12, 1862, the Union & Advertiser published an article that
announced a speech that Frederick Douglass was giving that night at Cooper Union, which
promised an appearance by a black rebel deserter.228 Later that night, the unnamed rebel spoke of
how he “had unwillingly fought on the side of Rebellion, but now he was, fortunately, where he
could raise his voice on the side of Union and universal liberty.”229 This rebel deserter’s accounts
spoke of black men fighting for the Confederate forces on July 21, 1861, in Prince William
County, Virginia, 30 miles west-southwest of Washington, D.C., at the First Battle of Bull Run,
the first significant battle of the American Civil War.230 Douglass’ article sought to draw early
support from the public for the enlistment of the United States Colored Troops to combat the
thousands of African American men who were serving the Confederate forces.
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The Confederate States forced slaves to serve as musicians, cooks, nurses, laborers, and
personal servants because of the South's desperate need for a strong workforce. Although slaves
served in the camps of the Confederacy, they were not at all considered soldiers or sailors in their
own right; instead, they often continued to serve their masters in the camp or were forced to
serve in various capacities enslaved to the Confederate States. There are a few instances of slaves
forced to serve on the battlefield, who in the heat of battle, took up arms against the Union, but
this was limited to a very small number of specific instances and was not at all something that
slaves were trained to do.231 One fugitive stated in an interview with the New York Evening Post
that a man from Alabama assigned his slave to serve as a sharpshooter and, in that role, killed
three Federal pickets. Soon after, he was killed, and it “was a source of general congratulation
among the negroes [sic.], as they do not intend to shoot the white soldiers.”232 Additionally, an
illustration from Harper’s Weekly, May 10, 1862, showed Confederate slaves being forced at
gunpoint to serve a cannon.233 John Parker, an escaped rebel deserter, claimed he and other
slaves found themselves in a similar position at the Battle of First Manassas, claiming that “we
would have run over to [the Federals’] side but our officers would have shot us if we had made
the attempt.”234
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Although the Confederate States of America utilized slaves in both support and combat
roles during the Civil War, evidence shows that slaves fought not out of a personal desire or a
sense of pride but rather out of obligation. Fugitive John Parker’s testimony revealed further
evidence that slaves fighting for the Confederate States desired to run to the other side but
remained out of fear. Parker further speaks to the risk that fugitive slaves took in fleeing to the
North, especially those who then chose to enlist in the Union Navy to turn around then and
become active participants in the war against slavery, which was discussed in the previous
chapter. While both contraband and free black recruits entered the navy with different past
experiences and perspectives, they both chose to fight with the potential of becoming enslaved if
they were captured.
After the initial firing on Fort Sumter initiating the start of the Civil War, Abraham
Lincoln found himself quickly forced to evaluate the extent of African American participation in
the war, finding a considerable amount of pressure from both sides on the issue of slavery and
the role of African Americans moving forward. Lincoln was aware of the significant amount of
manpower that a war would require, and how African American men could be an obvious asset.
Still, Lincoln remained hesitant to allow black men to serve, fearing the racist attitudes of his
constituents and those who may refuse to serve alongside black men in battle. One of the major
considerations was how would their participation in the war effort further support the move
towards emancipation. As Frederick Douglass would point out in a speech on 6 July 1863, in
Philadelphia, “Once let the black man get upon his person the brass letters US, let him get an
eagle on his button, and a musket on his shoulder, and bullets in his pocket, and there is no
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power on earth or under the earth which can deny that he has earned the right of citizenship in
the United States.”235
Douglass’s argument promotes a desire for the opportunity for black men to serve in the
military and recognizes how their service also opens the door for both emancipation and
citizenship within the United States. Professor Steven Ramold recognized how the service of
African Americans created a paradoxical relationship as free black men in the North were denied
social equality by being allowed to partake in military service, while slaves who would be freed
both during and after the war were denied equal social status.236 Why would black men, many of
whom had just recently escaped slavery, then choose to enlist in the Union Navy, choosing to
take on military service restrictions? Would they gain equality within the ranks of naval life?
As one examines the life of a black sailor in the Union Navy, it provides insight into the
level of their training and preparation for war, and the various roles that a black sailor may take
on amongst the monotony of daily ship life. However, more importantly, it helps determine the
level of equality that black sailors had with their white shipmates, as well as compared to their
counterparts who chose to serve in the Union Army. Additionally, determining the level of
experience, benefits, relationships, and types of discipline that African Americans encountered
while in naval service helps reveal the likelihood of their service earning them a sense of equality
within society when they leave the navy.
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Enlistment in the ranks:
The reality of enlisting in the U.S. Navy was far less grandiose than for those who
enlisted in the U.S. Army. Although the navy had its share of newspaper advertisements and
broadsides posted throughout rail stations, the sides of buildings, and post offices throughout
towns, the typical recruit would find himself, often alone, at a naval recruiting station called
“rendezvous” without any romanticized fanfare.237 In his book Union Jacks, Michael Bennet
stated that Union sailors tended to come from urban, working-class environments.238
While the U.S. Army cultivated its force by taking federalized state militias like New
York, New Jersey, and Massachusetts, militias were on loan to the federal government but still
owned by the individual states from which they originated. Because militias spent a lot of time in
public, they were subject to much more scrutiny. Whereas sailors enlisted into a federal
institution, the states had no say in who could or could not enlist. Additionally, sailors were often
kept out of the public eye until they were assigned to a specific squadron, and even then, the
ships were much more outside of the public eye than the army. Most sailors were foreign, poor,
or former slaves who did not enlist in the navy with the mindset or goal of preserving the Union,
ending slavery, or with the same nationalism and patriotic zeal that was often attributed to Union
soldiers. Bennet argues that their enlistment was centered around more practical circumstances
which pushed “men out to sea and shaped their motivations for entering the war,” like their
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social class, ethnicity, and race.239 As men seeking to enlist in the Union Navy found their way to
a rendezvous station in Eastern cities like Boston, New York, and Philadelphia and small towns
along rivers and coasts, recruiters would also be looking for potential recruits near
boardinghouses for transients, restaurants, and saloons- typical hangouts for sailors when they
were on land.
As the demand for recruits intensified, the navy made sure to intensify its recruiting
efforts; local rendezvous began hiring local civilian agents called “runners” to help with the
recruitment. Runners would search the local working-class neighborhoods hoping to entice men
looking for a job and received three dollars for each recruit who passed the navy physical and
enlisted.240 The scene surrounding the rendezvous locations was not clean and inviting. Angry
businessmen described their frustration with the scene surrounding the 156 South Street
Rendezvous in Manhattan in a letter to Rear Admiral H. Paulding:
The citizen as he passes, is wantonly insulted, often dragged into the Rendezvous, and
when they cannot overawe him to enlist, they commence to beat him without mercy.
There is hardly a day that passes, that the most corrupt and outrageous means are used by
these said runners to decoy the citizens into the U.S. Navy, and when expostulated with,
they are very insulting. 241
For many, the outset of the Civil War provided an opportunity for white American men to
prove themselves courageous, but many saw enlistment in the navy to be shameful. Even before
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the Revolutionary War, the standard proving ground of a man’s bravery and courage was how a
man responded on the field of battle. Enlistment in the navy was seen as escaping the rainstorm
of bullets and mortars and go into hiding behind the cover of a ship’s hull.242 The negative
characteristics ascribed to sailors, as drunks, whore mongers, thieves, drifters, and murderers, led
the general population to see sailors as “the lowest class of humanity,” leaving many to wonder
what kind of man would choose to join?243
The average enlisted sailor was twenty-six years old and grew up on the Eastern coast of
the United States. He came from the working class, typically in large urban settings like Boston,
New York, or Philadelphia, where merchant vessels were more common and where there were a
more significant number of rendezvous stations.244 The typical crewman aboard the U.S.S. Cairo
was Caucasian, five feet seven inches tall. The youngest sailor was First Class Boy George Yoast
of Illinois who was fifteen, and the oldest was sixty-four-year-old Quartermaster Thomas
Kennedy from New York.245 A large number of recruits for the navy declared no occupation on
their enlistment forms, in fact, between 1861 and 1865, close to 35 percent of all recruits stated
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that they had no employment prior to their enlistment, which is a stark contrast to the enlistment
documentation of U.S. soldiers during that same time.246 Consequently, there were also a large
number of immigrants who were landing on the East coast who had little to no means. Irishmen
who had immigrated to the United States during the Great Famine were seen gazing at recruiting
posters promising three meals a day. One New Yorker recalled, “I saw poor, famished Irishmen
devour these posters with their eyes.”247 One of the primary reasons why many foreigners chose
to enlist in the navy rather than the army was because American merchant and naval ships had a
long tradition of diversity within their crews.248 Although the reasons for enlistment varied from
person to person, the overall cause for enlistment from white Americans or immigrants was
simply to “get clean” or earn money so that they could take care of their families.249
Two distinct groups of African American men chose to serve in the U.S. Navy: the
Northern free man and the Southern “contraband.” Roughly 63% of free black recruits from the
North had prior experience working at sea for the navy, merchant ships, or whaling ships. The
free black men who enlisted in the navy received a rate equivalent to their experience at sea. The
navy was concerned about the experience level of contraband sailors at sea. The South had
severely restricted their access to sailing occupations as it offered them an opportunity to escape,
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as a result, Secretary Welles ordered that they be enlisted at the lowest rate of boy. For African
American sailors, they too chose to serve in the U.S. Navy for the money and the stability, as
well as the equality that they experienced among their shipmates. The U.S. Navy provided a
place where the outsider, the foreigner, the low life, the black, and the fugitive slave could live
and work together.
A recruit seeking to join the U.S. Navy had to be eighteen years old and stand at least
four feet, eight inches tall.250 The navy did not accept men over thirty-five years old unless they
had experience at sea, but men with experience could enlist up until age thirty-eight.
Additionally, young boys who desired a career in the navy could enlist from age thirteen to
eighteen with parental consent.251 After having signed the enlistment book at the rendezvous,
recruits reported to receiving ships known as “guardos,” which functioned as disbursement
centers.252 Recruits would then see a physician for their physical examination. Doctors would
check each sailor for tuberculosis, they would then check their hearing, and finally check them
for hernias. Following their inspection, recruits swore the oath of allegiance prescribed by
Congress,253 read aloud and signed the shipping articles, and received their uniforms, blankets,
and eating utensils.254 The standard U.S. Navy uniform allotment consisted of a duffle bag so
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that sailors could contain their belongings, a dark blue wool frock, a pair of white duck pants, a
white shirt with a blue collar, a pair of blue pants, a blue shirt with wide collar and white star
sewn into each corner, two pairs of wool stockings, undershirts and drawers, a black silk
handkerchief to use as a rag, a pair of leather shoes, a canvas hammock with hair mattress, and a
single or double blanket. A sailor’s mess kit consisted of a metal cup, quart bucket, knife, spoon,
and a fork.255 Sailors were required to purchase their uniforms, which cost up to three-months
pay, which made uniforms a perfect target for thieves aboard the ship.256
The training of sailors was not as structured as it is today. Sailors did not attend a boot
camp or training camp after enlisting and being assigned to a specific ship. Although the navy
sought to find recruits with prior experience at sea, most of their recruits had little to no
experience; their official training would take place on the job. Many of the recruits had never
been on a ship, much less a warship. Believing they had chosen the more suitable branch, many
soon discovered that becoming a sailor would be complicated. Recruits would have to quickly
learn how to live at sea in tightly confined spaces; they also had to learn the names, maintenance,
and working of the various rigging and sails, technical skills of navigating a ship, rowing, and
basic seamanship from those with more experience. With the growing need for manpower in the
Union Navy and with the continual waves of new contraband being discovered by Union Navy
ships, on September 20, 1861, the Secretary of the Navy, Gideon Welles, declared:
The Department finds it necessary to adopt a regulation with respect to the large and
increasing number of persons of color, commonly known as contraband, now subsisted at
the navy yard and on board ships of war. These can neither be expelled from the service
to which they have resorted, nor can they be maintained unemployed, and it is not proper
that they should be compelled to render necessary and regular services without a stated
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compensation. You are therefore authorized, when their services can be made useful, to
enlist them for the naval service, under the same forms and regulations as apply to other
enlistments. They will be allowed, however, no higher rating than "boys," at a
compensation of $10 per month and one ration a day.257
Initially, African American “contraband” sailors were enlisted as either “boys,”
regardless of their level of experience at sea, which was a position that traditionally was held for
boys between the ages of 10-17 who were not yet old enough to enlist and required parental
consent. Boys, often referred to as “Powder Boys” or “Monkey Boys,” would have to run from
the hold of the ship, the lowest level, as the ship was taking on enemy fire, and delivered powder
cartridges from the passing scuttles to the various guns on the deck.258 While not in battle, boys
would help with menial tasks like laundry, scrubbing the deck, cooking in the galley, serving the
captain and other officers, and they helped to take care of the livestock on board. Regulations
dictated that boys could make up no more than 5% of the crew of a ship.259 The Constellation’s
muster roll noted 17 individuals within the rate of “boy.” Contraband sailors were classified as
3rd, 2nd, or 1st class "boys" who received $8, $9, and $10 a month, respectively.260 According to
historian Michael Bennett, the act of rating contraband sailors as boys reflected white prejudice,
which condoned treating black men as children, while it also allowed the navy to relegate blacks
to “the lowest possible social stratum among sailors.” However, free black men were rated
according to their skills and experience as seamen, carpenters, or any other potential skill useful
to the navy, which negated the notion that the navy, as a whole, attempted to regulate the
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advancement of black sailors on racist grounds, but rather a concern for their level of experience
and lack of training.261 Historian Dennis Ringle referred to a navy pay schedule for 1864 in
which the highest-paid rating was a first-class fireman who was paid $30 a month, with the
lowest-paid rating of boy, at $10 a month. Yeomen, cabin stewards, and commanding officers’
cooks also received higher wages. It is no wonder why black men, having just escaped slavery,
would choose to turn around and enlist in the U.S. Navy. As an official army investigating
commission reported in March of 1862 communicated that a considerable number of black
sailors had enlisted in the navy as it was popular for black men to seek enlistment in the navy.
Although the U.S. Navy rated the majority of black enlistments as boys “they get $10 a month,
and are entitled to all the privileges of ships' crews, and besides, have absolute control of the
earnings of their own labor, which must operate as a powerful incentive to prefer the sea to the
land service, when in the latter only $2 per month is the amount they realize.”262
Contraband sailors saw the opportunity to gain a job with a steady income, where a
portion of their pay could be allotted to their families, many of whom lived in contraband camps
and relied heavily on their pay from the navy to take care of their families. The ability to provide
for their families while working in an atmosphere of individuals considered the lower class of
society created equality that slaves had never experienced with free individuals and an
opportunity to fight and provide freedom for other enslaved people.
Customarily, newly enlisted sailors were rated as "landsman," which was the rate of a
naval recruit with little to no experience at sea. Sailors who had previous experience in navy or
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the merchant marine would often be given a higher rate depending on their background and level
of experience.263 Although, on 18 December 1862, Secretary Welles changed his mind and
removed the restriction requiring contraband recruits to enter as boys and enabled them to enlist
as landsman.264 The decision was made after senior Union Navy commanders requested the
authority to advance the ratings of contraband sailors to landsmen or seamen. In one instance, the
request resulted from a daring and successful raid by Acting Master's Mate James J. Russell and
two contrabands from the bark Restless. On November 4, 1862, Acting Volunteer Lieutenant
Edward Conroy ordered James Russell to take a boat and try to intercept the mail. Russell and
two armed contrabands, familiar with the local area, took a small ship and landed five miles
inland to meet up with another contraband who "was acquainted with the two contrabands" with
Russell. The crew had learned about a postal route near Palmetto Point, South Carolina, and
hoped to capture the mail. The four men hid in the woods near the road until the mail carrier
came by; at that point, Russell instructed the man to halt. "He at once dismounted and told me he
was glad, for he had long wished for an opportunity to leave that place." Two mailbags were
discovered in the man's possession.
The five men were able to make it back to the Restless safely. Milligan, the mail carrier,
accompanied them quietly as did the contraband the crew met inland. Russell told Conroy, "The
contraband (Jack Graddock) having proved himself of great service to me, and expressing a great
desire to get off to the fleet, I brought him off with me, " The mission gained Rear Admiral Du
Pont's approval; he praised Russell, stating, "This officer deserves great credit for the manner in
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which he carried out your orders, and I have shown my appreciation of his zeal by appointing
him an acting ensign as from the 5th of November. The two contrabands who went with him are
also, I think, deserving of an advanced rate."265 The desire for a Rear Admiral to advance the rate
of two contraband sailors after they demonstrated themselves capable and worthy of a higher rate
denotes any notion that the U.S. Navy, as a whole, was attempting to hold down contraband
sailors merely because of the color of their skin. Instead, it strengthens the argument that it held
the contrabands to the same standard and expectation that any other sailor, having proven
themselves capable, would be able to receive a promotion.
Free black sailors were classified as either boys or landsmen, depending upon their
experience working at sea. Landsmen performed the dirtiest, heaviest, the most menial tasks, and
they endured the harassment of their senior shipmates while making $12 a month.266 Although a
landsman’s wage was well below the national average, sailors received their meals, clothing,
housing, and medical care, not to mention the liquor ration in the first months of the war, for
free. A sailor could opt out of the daily rations, valued at 20 cents per day in 1863, and add that
to his monthly pay.267 The navy soon began to see more experienced merchant seamen joining its
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fleet as sailors were more adequately compensated.268 Sixty-nine “landsmen” were listed on the
U.S.S. Constellation's muster roll in 1863.269 The U.S.S. Constellation is a 199-foot, 25-gun
sloop-of-war, the last sail-only ship designed and built by the U.S. Navy and carried a crew of 21
officers and 265 enlisted men. The Constellation is utilized to reference how many sailors of
each rank would have been aboard a similar size ship to provide a glimpse into the organization
of a U.S. naval ship during the Civil War.
After at least three years of experience, or upon a sailor’s re-enlistment, a Landsmen
could be promoted to the rank of Ordinary Seaman (O.S.), which paid $14 a month. An O.S.
would have served at sea for at least two years and were responsible for handling and splicing
lines and working aloft on the lower mast stages and yards. In March 1863, eighty-two Ordinary
Seamen were listed in the muster roll for the Constellation. The Constellation had some five
miles of running and standing rigging when it was fully rigged. For Ordinary Seamen to be
promoted to Seaman, they needed to have at least six years of experience at sea, and they needed
to “[know] all the ropes” by name and use them instinctively. The Constellation had fifty-seven
sailors at the rate of Seamen, making $18 a month.270
The most reliable and experienced sailors held the next rate. The captain chose his Petty
Officers to serve in various roles aboard the ship, providing an intermediate level of authority
within those roles, and playing a significant role in the training of landsmen. Leading petty
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officers, such as the Master-at-Arms, Yeoman, various Mates ("rated" and "shipped"), and
Stewards, provided leadership to a more significant number of the crew, providing a
communications link between the officers and the enlisted men. Lesser petty officer ratings, such
as the Quarter Masters, Quarter Gunners, Captains of the Forecastle, Tops, Afterguard, and
Cooks, provided leadership to fewer sailors aboard the ship. As sailors advanced within the rates,
their responsibility to train and lead those under them continued to grow. During an attack, the
crew would assume battle stations. The crew of every gun would be led by a petty officer,
regardless of rating, who acted as the Gun Captain. A third-class petty officer made $20 a month,
whereas a senior petty officer could make a considerable amount more than his army equivalent,
making as much as $45 a month.271 For all sailors aboard the Constellation, who were at least 21
years old, also received a half-pint of wine or a quarter-pint of grog each day, at least until
September of 1862, when in place of the grog ration each sailor received an additional $1.50 a
month.272
The fact that the crew permitted contraband sailors to partake in the daily grog ration was
the most meaningful social concession achieved by contraband sailors. The social dynamic of the
crew consuming alcohol together was the core of a sailor's culture, and the grog ration was a
sacred act. Partly to keep the men healthy as they battled against foul weather and to lift sagging
spirits amid the drudgery of the naval workday, the grog ration functioned as an integral part of
sailors' lives. The ration formed part of their wages, elemental to their culture, and served as an
essential bonding ritual. Twice a day--before breakfast in the morning and the afternoon before
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supper-the boatswain's whistle ushered sailors to another helping of grog as sailors formed a
single file line leading up to a large tub. As each sailor approached, the deck officer ladled a
carefully measured serving of two parts whiskey and one part water-called "grog" into a sailor's
mug.273
The Constellation mustered a total of 59 petty officers among its 283-member crew,
fifteen of which were black sailors.274 One of the most experienced black sailors aboard the
Constellation was James Evans. Evans was a free black man who was able to enlist in November
of 1861 as a Seaman, which indicated that he had prior naval experience. Having proved himself,
Evans was promoted to the rate of Coxswain by March of 1863, as one of seven authorized on
the ship.275 When the Civil War began, Moses A. Safford, a Kittery, Maine attorney, accepted
the appointment as ship's Yeoman in December of 1861. As the ship's Yeoman, Safford had
charge of the material and equipment necessary for the maintenance and operation of the vessel.
He maintained the accounts of the various departments and was the ranking staff petty officer.
Additionally, Safford maintained a detailed diary of his experience aboard Constellation from
March 11, 1862, until January 27, 1865, which provides readers with a detailed look into the life
and role of a petty officer aboard a Union man–of–war.276
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Most recruits had no prior experience at sea, making the initial processes and training
quite difficult.277 In fact, according to historian Michael J. Bennett, a sample of occupational
descriptions of 4,571 naval volunteers out of a total of 118,044 sailors who enlisted at eastern
and western rendezvous during the war, 80 percent of recruits possessed absolutely no skill or
experience in things nautical.278
The level of instruction and expectation of black sailors throughout the various stages of
their training mirrored that of their white counterparts. African American sailors were trained to
the same level as their white shipmates, which enabled them to become competent and
trustworthy sailors; some, like James Evans, advanced their rate to the level of petty officers.
Whereas the Confederate Navy consisted of a similar ranking system, with Ordinary Seaman
requiring only one year of service and a landsman requiring only two years of service at sea.279
The changes to the South’s rating system appear to be due to the Confederacy's desperate need
for men to fill the various rates, especially as the continually growing numbers of their workforce
were confiscated and declared “contraband.”
Quarterly muster rolls of U.S. Naval vessels demonstrate the navy's reliance on African
American sailors between 1862 and 1864, as indicated by the following table:280
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Table 2: Quarterly Muster Rolls of U.S. Naval Vessels
Quarter

Percentage

1st Quarter 1862

8

2nd Quarter 1862 through 2nd Quarter 1863

15

3rd Quarter 1863 through 3rd Quarter 1864

23

4th Quarter 1864 through 3rd Quarter 1865

17

4th Quarter 1865

15

However, this chart does not communicate the percentage of African Americans who chose to
enlist and serve in the navy but were not born in the United States. Of the estimated 18,000 men,
including a few women, who served in the U.S. Navy of African descent, almost 1,500, roughly
eight percent, were born outside of the United States.281 Throughout the Civil War, the federal
government established recruiting stations in ports and cities that consisted of large populations
of individuals of African descent resided, resulting in the enlistment of individuals of African
descent from numerous countries throughout Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean, such as
The Bahamas, Barbados, Bermuda, Guyana, Jamaica, and Trinidad and Tobago, as well as Chile,
Cuba, and Mexico.282 The enlistment of individuals from these various backgrounds helped to
form a convergence representing the African diaspora into the U.S. Navy (see Tables 1-3).283
Additionally, the number of black women who served in the Union Navy is absent from the
chart, as there is no known record of women from Latina and Caribbean nations enlisted in the
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U.S. Navy. Although, there are records of eleven African American women who enlisted in the
Union Navy. One example is that of 45-year-old Lucy Berington, who was enlisted and
“shipped” as a first-class boy- employed as a laundress in the U.S. Naval Hospital at New Bern,
North Carolina.284 It is unclear how Berington was able to enlist, although often, during times of
war, a break in tradition is required, especially when the demand for labor was so great.
Lisa King argues that Berington, and others like her, may have been allowed to enlist in the
Union Navy because it placed her under the direct authority of the navy, and it enabled the navy
to save money, as a contract laundress made $15 a month and boys made $8-10 a month.285
Table 3: Origins of Afro-Latino and Caribbean Enlistees in the Union Navy
Country/Region

No. of
Enlistees

British Caribbean West
Indies
Antigua and Barbuda

No. of
Enlistees

French Caribbean
6

Barbados

32(27)*

Bahamas

62

Bermuda =

40(42)

Dominica

5(2)

Grenada

4

Jamaica

145

St Kitts & Nevis

Country/Region

5

Guadeloupe

1

Haiti

17

Martinique

7

St Barthelemy
St Martin
South America
Argentina
Brazil

5(6)*
1
4(6)*
2
7(9)*
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St Vincent

9

Trinidad and Tobago

Chile

16(15)*

Turks & Caicos

Colombia/Panama

6

5

Ecuador

2

1

Falkland Islands/Las
Malvinas
Guyana

Central America
British Honduras/Belize
Honduras

4(6)*

Mexico

25(26)*

21

Danish Virgin Islands

15

Peru

9

Surinam

1

Uruguay

3
3

St Croix/Santa Cruz

32

Venezuela

St Thomas

36

Spanish Caribbean

Dutch Caribbean

1(2)*

Cuba

31(34)*

Curaçao

1

Dominican Republic

10

St Eustatius

2

Puerto Rico

9

*Inconclusive

= Atlantic Ocean

Source: RG 24, Naval Personnel; RG 45, Naval Records Collection; Josiah, “African Diaspora
Sailors”
Table 4: Afro-Latino and Caribbean Enlistees at Selected U.S. Naval Recruitment Centers
Recruits

New York

Boston

New
Bedford

Philadelphia

Miscellaneous #

*WI

142

61

46

2

1

Baltimore

Jamaica

145

60

14

8

7

Camden

Virgin Islands

64

36

9

1

6

Jersey City

Bahamas

62

51

6

1

-

New London

Bermuda

40

25

6

5

1

New Orleans

Barbados

32

17

4

2

2

Portsmouth
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Cuba

31+

18

4

-

-

Providence

Chile

25

9

6

1

1

Norfolk

Mexico

21

6

3

-

2

Newport News

Total

561

283

84

20

20

San Francisco

*Recruits from West Indies as a region
Source: RG 24, Naval Personnel; Josiah, “African Diaspora Sailors”
Table 5: Afro-Latin American and Caribbean Enlistees at Selected Ports in the Americas
Names

Home Country

Robert Jessup

St Kitts

Charles B. Tapshir

Port Enlisted

Date Enlisted
1 November 1861

St Bartholomew

Port of Spain,
Trinidad
St Thomas, WI

Abraham McKenzie

Fortune Island, WI

St Thomas, WI

29 January 1863

Jose M. Leiners

Belize

Nicaragua

30 January 1863

Solomon McPherson

Nassau, Providence

Great Bahamas

8 February 1863

Chas Diaz

Mexico

Havana, Cuba

4 June 1863

George Prenden

Bermuda

Bahia, Brazil

8 June 1863

John Jose Blyden

St Thomas, WI

St Thomas, WI

15 September 1863

George Stephens

St Thomas

Talcahuano, Chile

12 January 1864

John Stevenson

St Thomas, WI

Valparaiso

19 January 1864

Juan Ramirez

Mexico

La Paz +

12 March 1864

Thomas Skinner

Trinidad

Acapulco, Mexico

2 April 1864

Ricardo Venago

Mexico

Callao, Peru

14 April 1864

John Yarris

Chile

Callao, Peru

19 April 1864

29 January 1862
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Andrew James

Trinidad

Callao, Peru

28 May 1864

Anthony Dickerson

St Kitts

St Thomas, WI

2 June 1864

Lola John

Hayti (Haiti)

St Thomas, WI

17 June 1864

Thomas Kelly

Santa Cruz, VI

Panama, Colombia

13 August 1864

William Samuels

St Thomas, WI

Valparaiso

15 December 1864

*Fortune Island, Long Kay, Bahamas + La Paz not a port
Jamaicans who enlisted at Panama are too numerous to list.
Source: RG 24; RG 45; Josiah “African Diaspora Sailors”
Unlike the United States military, the navy not only allowed African American men to
enlist, but it also allowed free black men to do so at the same rate as their white counterparts,
dependent upon their experience working at sea. Although black sailors were still not allowed to
become commissioned officers, they received the same pay and benefits as white sailors serving
at the same rate. Black sailors also served aboard integrated ships, whereas black soldiers serving
in the U.S. Army were limited to specific segregated black units that white officers led. Many
fugitive slaves, having just escaped their enslavement, declared as “contraband” by the United
States, chose to serve in the U.S. Navy because of two primary reasons: First, it provided them
with a job that paid them equal to their white counterparts and provided them clothes, food, and
shelter. Secondly, it allowed both contraband and free black men to fight for the freedom of
others still enslaved throughout the South. Additionally, the integration they experienced in the
U.S. Navy was unlike any they had experienced before. For many, their time in the U.S. Navy
was the first, and perhaps the only time, they experienced a level of equality with white men. The
service of African American sailors in the U.S. Navy helped prove to the United States that black
men could work alongside and at the same level as white men. It showed the country how they
were willing to risk their lives to help save others, but the task was not easy.
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The Shipboard Life
A Ship’s Schedule:
The assimilation process for new sailors, regardless of their skin color, came almost as an
immediate shock as sailors began to experience how life at sea was different from that on land.
As sailors first arrived at their assigned vessel, one sailor became shocked that he had to take a
small boat to a ship’s side only to “suddenly find himself under the necessity of making a
perpendicular ascent.”286 The hard wooden planks on the deck of the ship, and the roll and pitch
of the ship as it hit the waves made it difficult for some to find their footing. Novice sailors also
had to adjust to living and working in a constantly damp, musty, and wet ship. The sailor's
clothes were continually soaked. They slept in humid hammocks, with moldy surroundings
becoming normal.287 Not only were sailors fearful of catching a cold, with the wet and humid
conditions, but they became quickly aware of the pests aboard the ship, namely the rats and the
cockroaches. Michael J. Bennett mentioned in his book, Union Jacks that the number of rats on a
ship were so numerous that one man had made note that if a flying fish were to land upon the
deck of the ship, rats would have devoured the fish within mere seconds, before anyone would
have had the chance to reach for it.288 “As to cockroaches,” wrote Seaman John Swift, “I have
become so used to them that I can go to sleep while they are performing pedestrian tours up my
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legs & over my body generally,”289 not to mention the number of lice and ticks that would cover
the sailors from head to toe, and take up residence in their dirty uniforms.290 Symmes Browne
summed up the awful infestations that the average Union sailor endured aboard ship: “The fact is
the boat is actually alive with roaches, and rats, mosquitoes and flies, gnats and bugs, of every
description.”291 The amount of bugs and vermin sailors came in contact with was unique to ship
life.
Apart from the vermin, sailors dealt with the poor air quality below deck. Seaman George
Clark complained, “The odor of bilge water, cooking, tobacco, and bad air, [constantly assaulted]
our nostrils.”292 The air, Clark mentioned, could have routinely smelled of smoke from burning
candles and cooking, tobacco, mold, and mildew. Some sailors may have benefitted from the
open fresh air on deck, but that also posed a problem as space became one of the most
formidable changes confronted by recruits. Sailors were forced to live within the fixed
dimensions of a ship. Ships part of the blockade averaged 375 feet long and 20 feet wide, and the
average size of the gunboats in the Mississippi Squadron was 175 feet in length and 50 feet in
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width.293 Sailors also had to deal with the lack of personal space. Berthing compartments, where
sailors ate and slept, were shared amongst sixty other sailors, about 30 feet long and 40 feet
wide. On one ship, officers stuffed 400 men into a berthing compartment designed for 160.294
Gunner Asa Beetham, part of the Eastern Gulf Blockading Squadron, wrote to his sister,
informing her of his living conditions stating that he shared his space with 1400 men. “Lord only
knows where they will put them,” remarking, “[I]f they Don’t send some of us away to make
room for them they will have to sleep standing.”295 Even the sailor’s hammocks drastically
limited their space at night, measuring no more than 19 inches wide.296 Initially surprised by the
size of the ship and the perceived amount of space to walk around, Seaman Joseph Osborne
remarked to his brother Elias that the Vandalia, which was 345 feet long, provided “enough
room to walk around and [could] get tired of walking before night.”297 Osbourne, as would
others, quickly learned that he was not free to roam about the ship, as many aspects of the ship
were off-limits.298

293

Michael J. Bennett, Union Jacks: Yankee Sailors in the Civil War (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of
North Carolina Press, 2004), 66.; John D. Milligan, Gunboats down the Mississippi (Salem, NH: Ayer Co., 1992),
100-101.
294

Thomas Turner to L. M. Goldsborough, 28 August 1862, Thomas Turner Letterbook, Manuscripts, The New
York Public Library, New York City, New York.

295

Asa Beetham to Emma Beetham, 31 July 1861, Asa Beetham Papers, Manuscripts, The Library of Congress;
Edward Tobey Barker to Mother, 5 October 1862, Barker Letterbook, Barker-Edes-Noyes Papers, as cited in
Michael J. Bennett, Union Jacks: Yankee Sailors in the Civil War (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North
Carolina Press, 2004), 66.

296

Michael J. Bennett, Union Jacks: Yankee Sailors in the Civil War (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North
Carolina Press, 2004), 65.; Dennis J. Ringle, Life in Mr. Lincoln's Navy (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press,
1998), 34-35; Alvah Folsom Hunter and Craig L. Symonds, A Year on a Monitor and the Destruction of Fort Sumter
(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1991), 13.

297

Joseph “Bloomie” Osbome to Elias Osborne, 17 November 1864, Osborne Family Papers, Manuscripts, Library
of Congress.

298

Robert M Browning, From Cape Charles to Cape Fear The North Atlantic Blockading Squadron during the Civil
War (Tuscaloosa, Al: University of Alabama Press, 2016), 209-210.

121
Recruits needed to assimilate to the living conditions aboard the ship, but they would also
need to get used to the weekly and daily routines. A typical day aboard a ship began around 5
AM as the ship’s bugler sounded the alarm of reveille to wake up the crew. At that time, the
master-at-arms, or one of his corporals, and the boatswain’s mate from the current watch would
run around the berth deck shouting at the sleeping men and slapping hammocks to wake them
up. Sailors would climb out of their hammocks up lash up their hammocks and bedding into a
tight, round bundle, which were then carried up to the spar, or upper, deck Here, sailors would
store their hammocks uniformly behind heavy rope nets, called nettings. Storing the hammocks
here gave some small additional protection from gunshots and wood splinters dislodged by
cannon fire. In theory, a well-trained crew should rise at the sound of reveille, lash their
hammocks, and deliver them to the spar deck in seven minutes. Seven minutes might have been
required to get some men out of their hammocks.299 Once the hammocks were placed away,
Seamen would begin to wash and holystone the decks. A holystone was a soft, brittle sandstone
used to scrub and whiten the wooden decks of ships. Originally sailors would holystone the deck
on their hands and knees, which brought about the terms "prayer books" to reference the smaller
stones and "Bibles" for the larger stones.300 Sailors would also begin washing their uniforms,
checking the riggings, and polishing the brass fixtures. The metal tracks on which the gun
carriages turned were burnished. The guns themselves were cleaned. On ships that carried sails,
the rigging, halyards (ropes for hoisting yards or sails), and blocks were checked and maintained
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in time for inspection. Once the sailors had cleaned the ship, they could fill up buckets with
seawater to wash and shave if they so desired.
After inspection, boys were expected to climb to the top of the masthead and descend,
which could be between seventy-five to one-hundred feet above the sea. Each boy sought to be
the first to complete the task, as often the sailor who came in last had to ascend again. The belief
was that it helped form more agile sailors while also giving them a strong appetite for
breakfast.301 By 8 AM, the boatswain signaled that it was time for breakfast, and the cleaning
supplies were returned to their racks. Sailors reported to their respective mess, consisting of eight
to fourteen men, often determined by their specific watch; boys were distributed among the
messes. Sailors received one pint of coffee without milk, an always stale biscuit, and a piece of
salt junk or hard, salted beef for breakfast.302 Following breakfast, sailors would spend much of
the day drilling and training.
Ship captains were responsible for initiating a regimen of formal instruction through
regularly exercising various situations that sailors experienced at sea and in battle. As the naval
manuals said, sailors needed to be proficient in executing numerous tactics that would enable
them to sail and fight “by land and sea.”303 Sailors were required to exercise their guns, muskets,
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pistols, axes, pikes, cutlasses, and their ability to operate the boats. Sailors also had to be ready to
execute hasty repairs of battle damage and fight fires. They were required to know their position,
but each sailor had to know the duties of several of their shipmates should they become
causalities. Their survival and the survival of the ship depended on it.
Lunch was served at noon, so the men reported to their messes. Lunch typically consisted
of a piece of beef or pork, vegetables, and coffee. Occasionally, there might be some cheese; at
times, sailors had the opportunity to acquire fresh provisions from the shore areas on blockade
duty, which broke the monotony of the average meal served at sea. Following lunch, crews
continued to train, practice various drills, or complete other activities which included painting,
coaling, and routine maintenance and repairs, once the training and maintenance were completed
sailors would find themselves relaxed at their stations by writing letters, and reading newspapers
or books, or catching up on some much-needed sleep.304 It was not easy task to take men without
any, or with little, experience and quickly train them to be proficient sailors. Midshipman Blake
wrote in his journal, “I have been quite busy all day, drilling the gun crews. Rather up hill
work.”305 Yet, Blake was not the only sailor on board who was green. Yeoman Safford,
referencing Blake in his journal, wrote, “What a bore to be drilled by one like the midshipman in
command of our Division, whose proficiency is acquired entirely from reading a book just prior
to the drill.”306
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The arrival of 4 PM meant that a light meal was served, coinciding with the watch
sequence of four hours on and four hours off. It did not take long before the daily menu became,
like everything else, monotonous, and so sailors naturally went to the ocean and rivers to begin
to find ways of adding to the menu—sailors aboard the U.S.S. Mystic caught over eight hundred
fish in a single afternoon off Cape Fear, North Carolina. Ships frequently caught shad, herring,
shrimp, and shellfish throughout the South’s coastal waters. Ships near the Florida Keys found
sea turtles to be a local delicacy.307 Mealtimes signaled relief from the watch. During blockade
duty, individual captains may choose to split the period between 4 PM and 8 PM into two 2-hour
periods known as dogwatches, which provided a more extended period for sailors between taking
the midnight to 4 AM watch. Captains throughout the navy would play around with the watches
to see what worked best for their crews and their mission, but the greater distance between
sailors taking the midnight to 4 AM watch appears to have been the safer option. By 5:30 PM,
the drum sounded the men to their quarters once their guns and stations were inspected. Postinspection, the boatswain’s pipe announced that sailors could begin to remove their hammocks
and prepare to go to sleep. Men would often begin to write letters or mend their uniforms as they
settled in for the night. Sailors played Dominoes- a popular game amongst the crew, although
they had to be careful not to gamble as that too was outlawed though it took place covertly. Idle
times provided an opportunity to listen to music if they were fortunate enough to have a banjo or
fiddle player on board. A large ship might have multiple musicians and instruments.308 Seaman
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George Clark provided a glimpse into a typical night as sailors entertained themselves aboard a
Union ship: “Every kind of song was sung; rough jokes played; feats of strength, quickness, and
elasticity displayed; jig dancers footed it out by the hour; cards, dominoes, and tee-totums, came
in play; crack-a-loo and gambling were carried on slily, and the men tried every way to kill
time.”309
As the day began to wind down for Union sailors, they knew to put out the lights and
fires and retire to their sleeping quarters with the sound of tattoo, which typically sounded
around 8 PM when the sun set at or before 6 PM, otherwise if the sun set after 6 PM tattoo would
be sounded at 9 PM.310 Sailors would climb into their hammocks and were expected to remain
quiet throughout the night, unless interrupted by the signal of a blockade runner. Although the
fear of being hit by an enemy torpedo in the middle of the night was a real concern for many
sailors. The reality of which became true after February 17, 1864, when the Confederate
submarine Hunley succeeded in sinking the U.S. steam frigate Housatonic.

Relationships Aboard the Ship
The mundane continuation of the monotonous daily rituals aboard a ship quickly began to
set in as sailors became restless. Each day, the routine was practically the same as the day before.
Seaman Edwin Benedict once groaned how “Variety is the spice of life,” but “not on the
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Blockade.”311 Charles Post, a nineteen-year-old, tried to explain to his mother the mindlessness
of blockade life:
I told her she could get a fair idea of our “adventures” if she would go on the roof of the
house, on a hot summer day, and talk to half a dozen hotel hallboys, who are generally far
more intelligent and agreeable than the average “acting officer.” Then descend to the attic
and drink some tepid water, full of iron-rust. Then go on the roof again and repeat this
“adventure process” at intervals, until she was tired out, and go to bed, with everything
shut down tight, so as not to show a light. Adventure! Bah! The blockade is the wrong
place for it.312
Coal heaver Charles Poole communicated the struggle of not only the monotony but of
being stuck on the ship, limited in space, for too long. Poole noted that “it is not like being on
land where you can saunter out if you have nothing to do...but instead you have to stay in one
place, there is the vessels the water and the sky and land in the distance for you to gaze upon day
after day Night after Night, the same thing every time.” Poole continued to speak of how sailors
watched the boats and steamers, constantly on the lookout for the enemy. By eight at night
everyone the sailors go to sleep, exhausted from the work and monotony of the day.313
One of the ways that sailors broke up the mindlessness of their daily work was during the
hours of 4 PM to 8 PM, as music provided a welcome distraction—the U.S.S. Brooklyn reported
nineteen musicians on her April 18, 1863, muster report. However, it was not uncommon for
smaller ships to have a few crew members capable of leading the crew in a song or playing a
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musical instrument314 - The U.S.S. Mattahessett even formed a glee club that would entertain its
crew with songs as the men danced, and many played along with the instruments, including a
violin, tambourine, a guitar, and bones.315 One night a group of black sailors on
the Mattahessett began singing several spiritual songs, which led to a group of Irishmen on board
to begin singing a chorus of Irish drinking songs as each group tried to outsing the other, which
created great amusement for the officers watching.316
While singing and dancing provided some entertainment and comradery amongst the
crew, a few of the larger ships contained libraries from which sailors could find entertainment,
the U.S.S. Dictator possessed a library that contained over two hundred books of various
titles.317 The U.S.S. Hartford's library was also rather extensive until a Confederate shell
destroyed it in 1862 during the Battle of New Orleans. Later that year, donations to help re-stock
the library were solicited in an article in the Sailor's Magazine.318 Newspapers were a cherished
commodity, a sailor could purchase, and have delivered, a four-month subscription to the
Philadelphia Inquirer newspaper.319 Although it is not clear if it took place, many contraband
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sailors would have had a lot of free time to learn how to read and write, if they found a willing
teacher, which would have also broken up the monotony of the daily life on a ship.
Several ships took on a variety of animals like an owl with its wings clipped so it
couldn’t fly away, along with snakes and racoons.320 One unique mascot was that of the crew of
the U.S.S. Wabash, flagship of the South Atlantic Blockading Squadron, had a black bear that
roamed freely aboard the ship until it became too aggressive and mauled the quartermaster’s leg
to the point where the surgeon had to amputate his leg.321 Another popular pastime for sailors
was swimming. On one occasion, swimming proved to be more dangerous than the bear on
the Wabash, William H. Badlam, the engineering officer of the U.S.S. Kearsarge, described the
incident. As sailors of the Kearsarge enjoyed an evening swim in the Mediterranean Sea, “The
crew was piped to bathing, one half of the crew participated in bathing. One man named
Tibbetts, was killed by a shark in full view of the crew.” Badlam described the horrific scene,
elaborating on how the clear water enabled the crew to witness the shark take the man beneath
the water’s surface to devour his victim.322
The crew frequently resorted to practical jokes to provide much-needed entertainment
and humor. At times the jokes could be simple, like waking the ship's surgeon at 5 AM notifying
him that the ship was in pursuit of a blockade runner, to which the officer would get dressed and
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rush to his station only to discover that it was a joke.323 One officer’s black cook decided to play
an April fools prank on one occasion. The cook began baking fresh biscuits for breakfast,
knowing that the officer would be delighted because of the rarity of such a feast. As the officers
began to open their biscuits to butter them, they discovered that the cook had wrapped potatoes
in the biscuits.324 The fact that a black cook was willing to play a prank on his ship’s officers
reveals the comfortability that he felt in doing so, but it also emphasizes how his actions aboard
the ship are consistent with his white shipmates. Practical jokes were common aboard a ship, and
his actions reveal a commonality and comfortability that he had with his shipmates. A black
soldier may not have even considered pulling a prank on his white officers. However, the cook
felt included in this case- part of the crew, which a black soldier would have never experienced
because of the army’s segregated units.
Like the Irish and other foreigners fighting for the U.S. Navy who otherwise experienced
levels of segregation within society, it would appear as though black sailors experienced a
greater level of acceptance from their crews than they had experienced outside of the navy.
Naval Surgeon Usher Parsons, referencing how black sailors made up ten percent of the crew
aboard the U.S.S. Java and the U.S.S. Guerrier, noted that “there seemed to be an entire absence
of prejudice against the blacks…[this] applies to the crews of other ships.”325 As the war
continued, while there were still racial stigmas associated with black sailors, many of them
earned the respect of their peers and their shipmates. Aboard the ship, every sailor faced the
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same grueling work, adverse weather conditions, the same monotony and boredom, and they all
had to fight the vermin and bugs for food. Black sailors were expected to learn and become
efficient in the many workings of the ship, and it was in their shared knowledge and experiences
of being a sailor that helped to develop the fraternity on board and helped to diminish racial
discrimination. One example of how black soldiers rose to the occasion and earned the respect of
their commanding officer was when the C.S.S. Virginia broadsided the steam frigate U.S.S.
Minnesota on 8 April 1862, whose aft pivot gun was manned by African Americans, the
commanding officer commented on how the “Negroes fought energetically and bravely- none
more so. They evidently felt that they were thus working out the deliverance of their race.”326
The navy expanded the legal rights of African American sailors- many of whom received
equal justice in legal proceedings within the navy. Even in the slavery-free North, African
Americans had neither consistent nor secure rights. Only a few New England states allowed the
suffrage of black voters. At the same time, the North still rejected the right of African Americans
to testify in court against a white defendant, and one’s economic rights were insecure. Abiding in
the Dred Scott ruling, the North justified their restrictions by claiming that they were reserved for
citizens, which black men and women could not become. Still, the navy provided black sailors
equality with their shipmates and a taste of what it would be like to be seen as a citizen of the
United States.327 One example of U.S. Naval equity was how the navy did not indicate race in
most official records. It was very rare that a racial indicator would be used on an official
document for the U.S. Navy. The navy was more interested in scars than the color of a sailor’s
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skin, because if a sailor were to desert, if they were found they could be matched up with their
scars to confirm their identity and move towards court-martial. At the same time, this provides
difficulty in researching and determining an accurate number of African American sailors
serving during the Civil War; it also serves to underscore an unbiased perspective.
It is difficult to determine a complete picture of the level of racism that African American
sailors experienced during the Civil War. One is limited to a small collection of diaries and
journals, primarily from white officers and enlisted men. From those resources, most sailors
focus their writing on the places they went, the weather, what they ate, and various training
exercises. The small number of racist remarks are limited to a small number of individuals and
should not be used to attempt to understand the position of the entire U.S. Navy. Additionally,
the available sources are primarily from white sailors. Only three known diaries written by black
sailors are in existence today.328 Of those three, only two have been produced for the public,
which provides only a glimmer of insight into the perspectives of black sailors. In his
book Forged in Battle, Joseph Glatthaar described the relationship between black soldiers and
their white officers. Glatthaar notes that while former slaves could function well with white men
in both the army and the navy, their assimilation was not simple, unchallenged, or bloodless.329
Although Glatthaar references the relationship between black soldiers and their white officers,
Michael Bennett argues that “for the most part, white sailors rejected contrabands as sailors.”
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Bennett argues that racial stereotypes and resentment of the association civilians made between
life as a sailor and a slave and the similarities white sailors witnessed led to a social war known
as “frictions,” where white sailors began to create separation from their black shipmates
violently.330 Bennett originates his argument based upon a comparison made by W. Jeffery
Bolster, who identified the term "situational slavery," referring to the comparison of a sailor to a
slave.331 Bolster describes how life on a ship is where sailors live oppressively, working menial
jobs, considered beneath free men, for their master (the captain). The captain's absolute rule
wielded arbitrary punishment- abusing their power as a master had been known to do to their
slaves. Bennett notes that beginning in the 1830s, reformers, and seamen missionaries would
compare sailors to slaves, except as Howard Langley remarked, "slaves emerged better by
comparison."332
While before the Civil War, there may have been more frequent comparisons to slavery
since forms of punishment like flogging were permitted until 1850, and the number of black
sailors allowed to enlist was limited to 5% of the enlistments. The overall perception of sailors
was poor, mainly due to the hard labor, poor working conditions, and the type of individuals
willing to do the work. Frequently, sailors were vagabonds, drunks, and drifters, who needed a
steady job. Few white men of means would indeed consider working for the merchant marines.
However, their choice was primarily based upon the reality that there were many new and
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exciting positions that they could find in urban settings rather than choosing a strenuous amount
of work on a hot, humid ship. When the Civil War began, most white men made their way to the
army because, historically, it was on the battlefield where young men could advance their station
in life and make a name for themselves. On the battlefields, men found excitement, adventure,
and action. It was believed that it was on the fields of battle that men proved themselves and
fought with honor. Moreover, while aspects of life in the navy might have appeared to mimic the
life of a slave, there are some very distinct differences that Bennett does not address. Namely,
sailors willingly volunteered to enlist in the navy; they were not purchased or sold into it.
Although they gave up some of their freedoms when they enlisted into the navy, sailors still had
their freedom as individuals. They were not at risk of their family members being sold away
while they were gone or finding out that they were sold. White sailors had the right to suffrage
and citizenship, and most of all, white sailors were considered people, whereas slaves could not
become citizens and were considered no more than property.
At the start of the Civil War, free black men found themselves at the rendezvous stations
to enlist in the U.S. Navy because the navy was the only place where they were allowed to enlist
to fight. As mentioned in a previous chapter, thousands of free black men were willing and ready
to form battalions to fight. However, the U.S. government would not allow black men to enlist in
the army, so these men found themselves enlisting in the navy. As the war continued, more and
more fugitive men, women, and children began to be discovered by both the army and the navy.
While awaiting orders on how to proceed, officers provided them with work to help the Union.
Men, women, and children worked and helped by serving officers, cleaning the crew’s laundry,
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cooking, sewing, and doing whatever they could to help the cause.333 Fugitives were willing to
help the cause because it provided them a way of escape and protection from their enslavement.
As contraband men continued to prove themselves to be hard workers and quick learners, some
of the officers began to retain men for their ships, as Seamen Israel E. Vail noted, “A few were
selected from among the best men, and were retained on board as a part of the ship's crew.”334
Much to the shock of the officers, the white sailors welcomed the contraband sailors to the ship,
helped them get settled, and provided them with food and a uniform.335
Bennett argues that while white sailors were welcoming at the arrival of the contraband
sailors, many “grumbled about contrabands because they created a tremendous amount of
additional work.” Seamen James Henneberry, wrote, “Every night we receive 6 or 8 negroes on
board.” There were so many contrabands that author George Clark mentioned how they “were in
everyone’s way,” quickly becoming a nuisance.336 Naturally, several additional bodies on a
vessel with already limited space could pose a problem for some and quickly become
inconvenient.
One factor which played a role in a contraband’s ability to assimilate into the navy was
how the navy charged white sailors with cleaning, instructing, and supervising the contraband
sailors, deemed to be “naturally negligent” according to the Naval regulations.337 Bennett states
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that white sailors took the contraband under their care, because it “reinforced their racial
superiority.”338 While experienced sailors took contraband sailors under their wings; it is
essential to remember that contraband sailors were rated as boys, the lowest possible rate in the
U.S. Navy, which required sailors with experience to train, educate, and supervise regardless of
the color of their skin.
Second, the notion of a belief in “racial superiority” could be argued that contraband
sailors were rated as “boys” regardless of their age or level of experience at sea. The application
of the term “boy” to black sailors, while it was an official rate, was also commonly used to refer
to a black man in general- perpetuating the ideology that black men were not only inferior but
less capable, much like a small child. Third, a sailor’s rate dictated his hierarchy within the ship
and its crew. Starting every contraband sailor at the rate of a boy communicated that they were
on the lowest level of society and professional position aboard the ship. Lastly, the rate of boy
was also the lowest paid rate on board the ship, which limited contraband wages to $10 a month,
while it also insured that they would be assigned the dirtiest, most strenuous, and physically
demanding jobs.339
After 1862, official and unofficial navy policies typically called for segregation aboard
ships. While there were instances of a ship's captain choosing to segregate his sailors, it was not
the standard practice throughout the navy. The attitudes and decisions of Union naval officers
who commanded black sailors varied widely. Captain Samuel F. DuPont praised the efficiency
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of African Americans concerning naval ordnances, which led to later formations of African
American artillery battalions in the army. Other officers remarked on the quality of their
carpentry, and their ability to repair a frigate's steam machinery in rapid time because of the help
of only a few contrabands.340
There were a few officers who expressed their blatant prejudice towards black sailors.
Acting Rear Admiral David Dixon Porter, a seasoned veteran and self-proclaimed captor of New
Orleans and commander of the Atlantic Blockade, used the word “nigger” quite often, referring
to contraband sailors.341 Porter even instructed his crew only to pay his contraband sailors $9 a
month, although, by then, contraband sailors were to be given a rating of Landsman, which
earned $12 a month, and boys at least received $10.342 Porter also was one of the few officers
who segregated the contraband from the rest of the crew believing that they “are not naturally
clean” and insisted that they be “kept distinct from the rest of the crew.”343 Porter also did not
allow black sailors to serve as lookouts, as he believed they were not fit to be trusted “with such
important duty.”344 In spite of his obvious racist perspective towards black sailors, Porter
recognized his desperate need for manpower and utilized contraband sailors aboard his ship,
displaying an unusual combination of racism and respect stating, “I cannot get men so I work
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darkies. They do first rate work and are far better behaved than their masters.”345 Furthermore,
regarding the issue of segregation, the Mississippi Squadron tended to be the stricter enforcers of
segregation on ships. Officers like Andrew Hull and David Dixon Porter chose to segregate the
ships because they feared the sight of integrated crews on Union gunboats would inflame
Southern civilians, putting their crews in more danger.346
Historians have commonly utilized statements documented by Landsmen Rowland True
to prove racism was prevalent throughout the Union Navy. True was a sailor aboard the gunboat
U.S.S. Silver Lake. The ship maintained a crew of 150 sailors, 30 of whom were contraband, and
spent their time on the ship heaving coal, fighting fires, and serving as engineer’s helpers. In his
depiction of life aboard the Silver Lake, True claims that the officers aboard the ship were
“overbearing and fond of showing their authority, [who] often punished and ill-treated their men
when there was no necessity for it.”347 One form of discipline aboard the Silver Lake was for
unclean sailors who would then be “stripped and scrubbed with hickory broom, in the hands of
two strong Negroes.” The embarrassment of being publicly washed was apparently increased by
having African Americans as the ones selected to do the washing, which was used by the officers
to enforce discipline. 348 While that may have been true, several of the black sailors aboard the
ship held the rate of boy, who would commonly be given the most menial tasks aboard the ship.
Bathing another sailor, while it may play into the racist perceptions of some sailors, and have
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been used to instill a level of embarrassment on to white sailors, it would have also been a job
typically given to a sailor at the rate of boy. However, True then goes on to discuss the
contraband sailors, commenting on how:
One of them had an old fiddle and it was brought out every night. The music it made was
cause for a general walk-around or a jig dance. One fellow we called “lippy” because of
his thick lips. I never saw such thick lips on a human being, and his eyes were monstrous
while his color was very black. We had much sport with him. They were usually good
natured and full of fun, but sometimes were ugly and disobedient. I remember seeing one
fellow tied up by the thumbs for two hours for disobedience, a severe punishment. The
thumbs are tied together behind the back, and drawn upward until a part of his weight
comes on the thumbs and the cord with which they are tied.349
True’s description does speak to the racism contraband sailors experienced aboard the Silver
Lake, as True admits that he called one black sailor “lippy” and then poked fun at the size of his
eyes. True described a severe punishment that a black sailor endured. He did not mention if it
was a common discipline utilized by the officers aboard his ship, nor did he specify how the
sailor showed “disobedience” to deserve that specific form of punishment. Therefore, it is
difficult to determine if the cause for the punishment or its severity was based solely on the sailor
being African American.
On the U.S.S. Nahant, Alvah Hunter, described some crew members and mentioned how
the officer’s cook, a black sailor, did not get along with another boy, Barney, who was Irish.
However, Hunter mentions how he was not Irish, so he and the cook did not have any issues.350
Hunter’s description of two crew members revealed how the frictions on naval ships were not
merely between white sailors and black sailors. The preconceived perception of black people
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within society had already created hostility between the races-leading to the Civil War. It would
be foolish to assume that those same hostilities would not make their way aboard Union vessels,
or that every single soldier or sailor fighting on the Union side did so without any of those same
perceptions, or even racist views, about black men and women.351 However, most of the
individuals serving in the navy came from marginalized groups that society had deemed inferior,
namely blacks, Irish, foreigners, drifters, orphans, and those with nowhere else to go. While there
indeed were racist and bigoted individuals, the attitudes of white sailors toward their African
American shipmates and the attitude of the U.S. Navy towards their black sailors was one of
mutual respect. As African American sailors continued to adapt to their role as sailors, they not
only became skilled in their role, but they also continued to develop more profound respect from
their shipmates. Together, they endured the same shared experiences of lousy food, tight
quarters, the monotony of daily life, seeing the same people, and the same scenery with barely
any combat action.
The difference, which may have impacted many of the racial comments made by white
sailors, was that African American sailors overall were more satisfied, especially contraband
sailors, as Landsmen Daniel Kemp noted, “The Negroes we have taken on board seem to like
their new life fist-rate.”352 Generally, African American sailors were better disciplined, wellbehaved, and quickly became proficient in their tasks. At the same time, many of them had
recently escaped their enslavement and were now experiencing a level of freedom and equality
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amongst white sailors, so they worked harder because they had far more to lose than their white
shipmates. Many of them quickly rose the ranks from boy to landsman, placing them on equal
footing socially with even the lowest-rated white sailors. As the war continued and as black
sailors proved themselves, some advanced to the level of petty officers. The sailor’s rate
signified their social and economic status aboard the ship. Jealousy could have been a significant
cause for white sailors who were not as ambitious or hard-working to make excuses for their
predicament and lash out, creating frictions amongst their black shipmates.

The Risk of Capture
Life in the navy left little time for leisure. Its monotonous routines were felt by the grew
more so on vessels on blockade duty, as the warships on the river had a slight change of scenery
each day. One sailor lamented his boredom, proclaiming, "I have seen enough of the sea. I am
not sea sick, but I am sick of the sea."353 As the Civil War progressed the number of black sailors
aboard each vessel continues to grow, and black sailors fill every enlisted billet. Black sailors
also fill the role of deck petty officers who have command authority over the men under them,
meaning that there were times when a black sailor was in command of a crew of mixed races.
The intense boredom of routine duty was shattered when the fighting broke out. Yet, in times of
battle, there are no safe places aboard the ship to hide. Besides the threat of injury or death,
African American sailors had the additional threat from combat, the risk of capture by the
enemy. At the same time, all sailors had the potential of being captured by the enemy. However,
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black sailors suffered a more significant risk as their enemy did not share the same perspective of
equality propagated by the U.S. Navy.
Shortly after the war began, the Confederate government declared that any African
American captured in a Union uniform or bearing arms against the Confederacy was liable for
punishments imposed under southern state law, including death or sale into slavery, which could
be imposed even on free black men. Despite the proclamation, the risk of capture was low for
African Americans as they were not allowed to enlist in the army until January 1863, and those
enlisted in the navy rarely made inroads into Confederate territory. In fact, the exchange of
prisoners was relatively straightforward as both sides sought to retrieve their men. Exchange
cartels could initiate the trades without much difficulty until around 1863, when the complexities
of the war, confusion, and distrust between the two sides had grown too far. The lack of clarity
on specific issues, including Confederate privateers and laws regarding African American men,
continued to complicate matters, especially after Gen. Butler declared fugitive slaves
“contraband.” According to a Proclamation by the Confederate President, Jefferson Davis,
known as the General Orders, no. 111, which was issued on 24 December 1862, General
Benjamin F. Butler was deemed “a felon deserving of capital punishment” and proclaimed that
all commissioned officers in command of Benjamin F. Butler were not entitled “to be considered
as soldiers engaged in honorable warfare but as robbers and criminals deserving death, and that
they and each of them be whenever captured reserved for execution.”354 Davis declared that “all
negro slaves captured in arms be at once delivered over to the executive authorities of the
respective States to which they belong to be dealt with according the laws of said States.”
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Additionally, Davis issued that “like orders be executed in all cases with respect to all
commissioned officers of the United States when found serving in company with armed
slaves.”355
By 1863, the significant number of African American men on the battlefield led to
increasing numbers of black soldiers who fell into the hands of Confederates. True to their
pledge, Confederate forces executed or lynched African Americans shortly after capturing them,
while some were sold into slavery, including numerous captives from the North who were free
before the war. A significantly small number of remaining black captives were classified as
criminals; thus, ineligible for a prisoner exchange was sent to various Prisoner of War (POW)
camps throughout the South.356 The Confederate-controlled Camp Sumter, more commonly
known as Andersonville, was the most infamous POW camp during the Civil War. While a small
number of African American captives were kept alive, the Confederacy refused to recognize
black captives as POWs, protected by the rules of warfare.357 Following The infamous massacres
of black troops and their officers at Olustee, Florida in February 1864, Confederate soldiers
wrote home, and newspapers such as the Atlanta Daily Intelligencer reported that injured black
soldiers were killed where they lay, while white Union soldiers corroborated the reports with
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recollections of watching black soldiers die at the hands of Confederate captors.358 Thus,
Confederates subjected black captives to greater violence, abuse, strenuous labor, and the risk of
becoming enslaved (regardless of their prewar status).
Although most African Americans who were captured served in the army, the risk posed
to black sailors, especially those who navigated the Southern riverways, continued to grow.
Unfortunately, black POWs often had to take matters into their own hands in securing their
freedom. The Confederacy's refusal to recognize black soldiers as legitimate prisoners of war
often led white captives to be set free, while black captives remained imprisoned. Landsmen
Clarence Miller, a free man from Philadelphia, who served on the U.S.S. Columbia until
captured in January 1863. By May of that year, Miller's white shipmates had been exchanged
under the Dix-Hill cartel, yet Miller remained imprisoned.359 A year later, Miller got word to
Secretary Welles from Libby Prison in Richmond, Virginia, through an exchanged prisoner.
Miller claimed that “Being of African descent (though nearly white),” he had not been
exchanged, as his captors “do not recognize me as a soldier entitled to treatment as a prisoner of
war.” Emphasizing his status as a freeman by birth, Miller entreated Welles that “If it is in your
power I most earnestly request that you try and get me released.”360
In January 1863, three black sailors were captured on the U.S.S. Isaac Smith fell victim
to a similar fate as Miller. The Isaac Smith crew was sent to the Old City Jail in Charleston,
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South Carolina, where the ship’s commander, Lieutenant Francis S. Conover, learned that his
crew would not be exchanged because it included three black men.361 Lt. Conover and the white
crewmembers were accused of assisting “slaves in servile war against their lawful masters,”
although the black sailors were all free men from New York.362 By May 1863, the white
members of the crew were exchanged, but in August, Welles received another letter seemingly
smuggled out of another jail by three black sailors. Orin H. Brown, William H. Johnson, and
William Wilson claimed they remained imprisoned merely because of their skin color. In the
letter, the three men argued their free status before the war and cataloged the ill-treatment they
received while imprisoned. Welles forwarded the letter to Secretary of State Edwin Stanton, who
ordered three Confederate soldiers to be held ransom in hard labor until the black sailors were
returned alive.363
In January 1865, two years after the three African American sailors of the Isaac
Smith were captured, Gideon Welles approved an attempt to exchange jailed Confederate
sympathizers for the three sailors. Although it is unknown if Brown, Williams, and Wilson were
ever freed, the actions of the United States government to keep tabs on these men until an
exchange could be secured speaks volumes to the perception of these men by the government.
Not only did the government understand the vulnerability of black combatants to abuse, but it
recognized black sailors as legitimate members of the armed forces, thus legitimizing their place
as prisoners of war, which would serve them after the war in obtaining a pension from the navy.
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Although the number of black sailors who fell captive to the Confederacy was limited
due to the nature of the war itself, the documentation of captives was primarily dependent upon
records of white soldiers or sailors- the majority of which is assumed to be lost, if ever recorded.
Still, much can be learned from the treatment of black soldiers concerning how black sailors
were treated. Carolina Newhall has demonstrated that examining the pension records of black
veterans of the Civil War can provide further information about their experiences as POWs and
the risk that African American sailors and soldiers carried with them and, for some, endured.
As a result, black men chose to enlist in the U.S. Navy not merely because it was the first
branch to allow them to join but because it provided them with an atmosphere of opportunity and
equality serving aboard integrated ships. The U.S. Navy was progressive in that it offered black
enlistees the same pay and benefits as their white shipmates, which was not the case for black
men who joined segregated military units. Sailors also saw less combat action, which posed less
risk for black sailors who feared being placed back into slavery. Black sailors, especially
contraband sailors, were willing to enlist into an atmosphere many within the Union believed
resembled slavery because its opportunities were far greater than the restrictions and discipline
of sailors found aboard a ship. While white sailors may have compared life in the navy to
slavery, it was a welcoming experience of freedom and equality for black sailors. The service of
black men in the U.S. Navy provided a remarkable example to the United States public of how
black men had earned equality with their white shipmates. As African American sailors worked
hard to prove themselves to their crewmates, rose in the ranks to obtain leadership roles, fought
bravely, and endured brutal capture, they were able to change the perception their white
shipmates had of them as “contraband,” inferior, and incapable, to seeing them more as equals,
and eventually as men.
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Part III: Leaving the Navy
Chapter Five:
“It was through the efforts of these veterans that they and we older ones enjoy our liberty
to-day”
Looking Forward - The Impact of Black Sailors on the U.S. Navy

Introduction:
When the Civil War broke out in 1861, the United States desperately needed men to
enlist. The U.S. Army had little difficulty finding men to join the ranks to help preserve the
Union, as those who sought enlistment in the army believed it to serve their desire for a grand
adventure and personal glory. However, more importantly, and more often, the primary reason
for the enlistment of most men was a genuine sense and a moral obligation towards duty, honor,
and their belief in the cause, which was often seen in holding “them to the firing line.”364
Throughout the Civil War, the U.S. Navy was staffed with an integrated navy, which
provided a wonderfully practical example of how the United States could look and run, fully
integrated, after the end of slavery. By the war's end, the enlisted force of the U.S. Navy grew
from 7,600 sailors to more than 50,000. Throughout the war, the navy saw more than 118,000
men enlist and serve in the U.S. Navy. Black sailors accounted for around 18,000 enlistments,
which equates to around sixteen percent of the U.S. Navy’s enlisted force. The percentage of
African Americans enlisting into the navy equated to roughly double that of the U.S. Army,
although the numbers are not exact because of the navy’s poor documentation by not specifically
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classifying a recruit’s race and its ability to maintain its records.365 However, previous estimates
placed the percentage anywhere from eight to twenty-five percent of the enlisted naval force.366
By 1865, the number of black recruits dramatically declined after the Union seizure of
Fort Fisher, which marked the takeover of the last major Confederate port in Wilmington, North
Carolina, in January, essentially completing the navy’s mission in the war. When black sailors
left the navy, many were entering into life as free men out in society for the first time. Some
became more successful than others as they sought to establish themselves after the war. Some
quickly connected with family members, or married, took up trades and professions, and began
to take their place as men in their communities. Although, many seemed to disappear from the
record books except for their pension records.
An investigation into the impact black sailors had on the U.S. Navy during the Civil War
by contrasting the role, treatment, and environment black sailors endured after the Civil War will
reveal the U.S. Navy’s progressive decline as popular racist perspectives within society began to
infiltrate the U.S. Navy. By examining the involvement of black sailors during the SpanishAmerican War, World War I, and World War II, the battle between the desire of black men and
women to follow in the footsteps of those who served during the Civil War and the
discrimination and restrictions enforced against them is revealed, and a new wave of sailors find
themselves once again fighting for equality this time both in society and within the U.S. Navy.
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After the Civil War:
By 1865, the number of black recruits dramatically declined after the Union seized Fort
Fisher, the last major Confederate port in Wilmington, North Carolina, in January, which
completed the navy’s mission. African American sailors continued to serve the U.S. Navy
throughout the Civil War with honor and dignity. Although the Civil War had ended, the U.S.
Navy continued to maintain a steady enlistment of around five to six thousand men, with African
American sailors averaging approximately 10-14 percent of the entire naval force throughout the
rest of the nineteenth century. The Thirteenth Amendment’s ratification in December 1865
abolished the institution of slavery throughout the United States. The following year, Congress
adopted the Fourteenth Amendment, which established equality before the law and shifted the
responsibility of protecting the fundamental rights of American citizens from the states to the
federal government. A temporary bar on ex-Confederates from voting or holding office by
Congress in 1867 through the Reconstruction Act enabled the South to form new southern state
governments while demanding suffrage for black Americans. During this sensitive period of
rebuilding, violence against the black community began to become widespread and organized, as
groups like the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) used terrorist tactics to motivate the politics toward white
supremacy in the South. In 1869, Congress adopted the Fifteenth Amendment, which prohibited
the federal government from depriving any American citizen of the right to suffrage based on
race, which provided African Americans the right to vote. All throughout the United States, a
change occurred as black men, women, and children began to experience the rights and
privileges afforded them as citizens.
As tensions rose between whites and blacks, the navy continued to advance the role of
African American sailors. James H. Conyers of Charleston, South Carolina, worked as a
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messenger boy in the office of the South Carolina Secretary of State. At the same time, he
completed his early classical education at Avery Normal Institute in Charleston.367 On 4 March
1871, at the age of twenty-nine, Robert B. Elliott was sworn in as a representative of South
Carolina in the U.S. House of Representatives becoming the first black man elected to Congress.
Through his elected position, Elliott sought to break through the color barrier at the Naval
Academy and in June 1872 recommended James H. Conyers for appointment as a cadet
midshipman at the United States Naval Academy.368
Conyers provided a sharp departure from the typical recruit; not only was he a young
black man, but the typical midshipman during the Reconstruction Era arrived at Annapolis
having come from families of the top financial, commercial, industrial, and professional elite, of
whom less than one percent of individuals received the opportunity to become a cadet
midshipman.369 In order to enter the U.S. Naval Academy, appointees were required to pass an
entrance exam that included reading, writing, spelling, arithmetic, geography, and grammar.
Conyers completed the various rounds of examinations and was sworn in and appointed as a
“cadet-midshipman” on 24 September 1872. Once Conyers swore in, instructor Lieutenant
Commander Robley D. Evans noted how “the place was in an uproar at once.” Evans, a Civil
War hero, went on to write about the intense excitement among the classes, and how even the
black servants at the front gate were discussing the news. Evens continued by writing: “When I
reached my own quarters my dining room boy, a small, copper-coloured imp, with his eyes
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sticking out of his head, said to me, “My Lord, Mr. Evans, a nigger done enter the Naval
Academy!” That was what we were all feeling, though we expressed ourselves somewhat
differently.”370
Secretary of the Navy George Robeson communicated to the officers of the Naval
Academy the expectations on handling a black cadet, stating “that no imposition or indignity
upon this Cadet, on account of his race, would be permitted from anyone.” Evans understood
this order as a twofold mission: The first was to ensure that no bodily harm was imposed on
Conyers. The second was to protect the reputation of the Naval Academy so that “nothing
unworthy its grand record should take place.”371 Unfortunately, Secretary Robeson’s orders were
not upheld by the staff or the cadets. Conyers continually endured hazing and name-calling as
fellow cadets often muttered “black son-of-a-bitch,” “moke,” or “damned nigger,” some would
hiss or hold their noses as he would walk past them, although most cadets chose to avoid him.372
Conyers endured a constant barrage of insults, mostly from his fellow plebs, but the
words quickly turned into physical attacks. In one report on 11 October, twenty white cadet
midshipmen set upon Conyers “kicked [him] about the grounds until a cadet officer with a drawn
sword had to interpose to put a stop to the assault.”373 An article entitled “Negrophobia at
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Annapolis” called for Conyers’s rights to be protected, even if it meant that his attackers were
expelled from the Naval Academy.374 The Army and Navy Journal took to the defense of
Conyers and stated that if cadet midshipmen were “abusing this negro cadet on account of the
accident of his color, they are making a serious mistake.” The article supported Conyers, stating,
“the colored population has surly its right to seek representation in the Army and Navy.”375
Conyers continued to experience abuse in more subtle ways, but his grades suffered the most.
Having studied all summer, but without the support of his peers, Conyers had difficulty bringing
his grades up, and on 1 October 1873, Conyers retook his algebra, geometry, and French exams
but the Academic Board found that he was insufficient in passing his examinations. The Naval
Academy allowed Conyers to resign rather than be dismissed, and so Conyers submitted his
resignation on 10 November 1873, and Robeson quickly accepted.376
Alonzo Clifton McClennan was a fellow black midshipman at the Naval Academy, and
roommate of Conyers, for a short time before Conyers resigned. McClennan was of mixed race
and appeared white, with blond hair and blue eyes. However, McClennan experienced his share
of hazing. Eventually, two of his instructors approached him and stated that although they
wanted to see him succeed, “it [was] useless for any Colored boy to attempt to go through
because of the strong prejudice against [him].”377 They promised McClennan that if he resigned,
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they would ensure he would receive an education.378 On 11 March 1874, McClennan submitted
his resignation after four months at the Naval Academy, stating, “I left the Academy with no one
within its walls to regret my departure, but, oh, my God, what a weight had been taken off my
head and shoulders.” McClennan later became a prosperous doctor in Charleston, South
Carolina.
One year after McClennan resigned from the Naval Academy, Henry Edwin Baker was
appointed to the Naval Academy by a white congressman named Henry W. Berry. Like his
predecessors, Baker too experienced the same hazing, often referred to by racial slurs rather than
his name, and frequently attacked by his fellow midshipmen. Baker stated in reflecting on his
time at the Naval Academy remembered several times where he was attacked with stones.
Eventually Baker was forced to appeal to his officers which resulted in a marine detail that
accompanied him across the campus to and from the mess hall. Baker remarked that his books
were mutilated, his clothes were cut, and in some instances even destroyed. “No one ever
addressed me by name. I was called the ‘Moke’ usually, the ‘damn nigger,’ for variety. I was
shunned as if I were a veritable leper and received curses and blows as the only method my
persecutors had of relieving the monotony.”379
Although Baker performed better academically than Conyers or McClennan, the constant
hazing eventually led him to resign from the Naval Academy. Baker went on to graduate from
Howard University Law School and worked as a patent examiner for the United States Patent
Office. Baker’s fascination with black inventors led him to author a few papers and publish a
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book on black inventors.380 The growing disfranchisement of black individuals in the South, by
the turn of the century, kept them from holding federal, state, or local elected offices. The lack of
black Congressmen and the growing tensions throughout the United States resulted in there
being no further black appointments to the United States Naval Academy for the following six
decades.381
By the end of the Civil War, the U.S. Navy began to minimize its resources. By 1880, the
navy had less than fifty ships in commission, and only around six thousand sailors, not to
mention the ships and shore facilities were in dire need of repair.382 In 1882, Navy Secretary
William H. Hunt requested monetary support from Congress to construct modern naval vessels.
In 1883, Congress authorized the construction of three protected cruisers and one dispatch
vessel. In the end, the U.S.S. Atlanta, U.S.S. Boston, U.S.S. Chicago, and U.S.S. Dolphin
became known as the ABCD ships.383 Two years later, Congress approved the construction of
the U.S.S. Charleston and the U.S.S. Newark, the last two cruisers with a sail rig, and the first
battleships in the U.S. Navy, the U.S.S. Texas and the U.S.S. Maine.384 By the start of the 20th
century, the United States had built an additional nine battleships, bringing the U.S. Navy into
fifth place among the world’s navies.385
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Spanish-American War
In 1868 Cuba sought to fight for its independence from Spain with its brutal first act
known as the Ten Years’ War, which lasted from 1868 until 1878. Next came the Little War
from 1879-1880 and the Cuban War for Independence, which began in 1895 and lasted until
1898. The final three months of the conflict became known as the Spanish-American War. The
story of Cuba’s attempt at independence proved to catch the eyes of Joseph Pulitzer of the New
York World and William Randolph Hearst of the New York Journal, as both men recognized the
opportunity to sell newspapers as the raging war between Cuba and Spain provided the
opportunity for catchy headlines, in their dueling competition of yellow journalism. As the
conflict continued, President McKinley became concerned for the significant economic interests
of the United States in Cuba, and the longer the conflict continued, the greater the risk posed to
American businessmen.
In 1896, the Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court’s decision to constitutionally sanction
“separate but equal,” or Jim Crowism, believing that “legislation is powerless to eradicate racial
instincts,” led to a continued escalation of violence against black Americans, at the same time
opportunities for African Americans began to decline as well.386 The U.S. Navy began to prefer
utilizing and enlisting individuals with backgrounds from Japan, China, and the Philippines as
tensions between white and black Americans, centered around Jim Crow etiquette, created a
unique atmosphere aboard naval ships. African Americans continued to serve in the U.S. Navy
and the U.S. Army despite the national tensions. However, they were not permitted to serve in
the U.S. Marine Corps until 1942. The recruitment of African American sailors maintained a
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considerable size in the 1890s, with black recruits accounting for 9.5 percent of all enlistments in
1890; most black sailors served as cooks, stewards, and landsmen. A small percentage served as
firemen, carpenters, oilers, water tenders, and other specialized billets, no black sailor was
permitted to be promoted above the rank of third-class petty officer.
In January 1898, as tensions continued to rise between Cuba and Spain, President
McKinley ordered the U.S.S. Maine to sail from Key West, Florida, to Havana, Cuba, to ensure
that American interests and the safety of American citizens were protected as the conflict
between Cuba and Spain continued. Additionally, a large part of the North Atlantic Squadron
was strategically positioned on several fronts in the Gulf of Mexico, off the shore of Lisbon, and
outside of Hong Kong in case an attack occurred. The 355-man crew of Maine consisted of 26
officers, 290 enlisted sailors, and 39 marines.387 After sitting in the harbor for three weeks, an
explosion occurred on board the U.S.S. Maine at 21:40 on 15 February 1898, as most of the
crew, was either asleep or resting in their quarters.388 The tragic explosion devastated the crew of
Maine as two of its officers and 251 enlisted sailors and marines died during the explosion or
drowned. Seven sailors were rescued by the American merchant steamship City of Washington
but later died of their injuries. Six more sailors succumbed to their injuries and died. Maine was
left with ninety survivors, sixteen of whom were uninjured in the explosion.389 Of the 260 sailors
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who perished aboard Maine, 22 were African American, including Fireman William Lambert,
who played on Maine’s baseball team.390
Following the tragedy of Maine, President McKinley urged the American people towards
patience as the investigations took place. New York Journal publisher, William Randolph Hearst,
offered a reward of $50,000 for the "detection of the Perpetrator of the Maine Outrage."391
Whereas, Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World asked if the explosion was caused “by bomb or
torpedo?”392 Unfortunately, newspaper giants Hearst and Pulitzer, along with others all over the
country, decided that Spain was to blame for the explosion and began to publish their
assumptions as fact in their papers.393 In San Francisco, the San Francisco Call falsely claimed
that “Four Hundred and Twenty of Uncle Sam’s Brave Boys Are Killed” and shifted the blame
for the tragedy on Spain.394 Newspapers helped promote the battle cry: “Remember the Maine.
To Hell With Spain!”395
Many Americans assumed that Spain was responsible for Maine's destruction, especially
as every newspaper throughout the country was a culprit in the narrative.396 Throughout the
nation, there was a cry from Americans to respond. On 21 February, the Court of Inquiry, headed
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by Captain William T. Sampson, investigated the incident by listening to testimonies of
eyewitnesses and survivors. They also examined the findings from navy divers who explored the
wreckage. On 28 March, the U.S. Navy’s investigation was made public. It concluded that the
powder magazine was ignited following an external explosion under the ship’s hull. The U.S.
Naval Court of Inquiry declared it had “been unable to obtain evidence fixing the responsibility
for the destruction of the Maine upon any person or persons.”397 The board of inquiry came to
this conclusion without input from qualified experts. The Navy’s Chief Engineer, George W. The
board’s investigation did not specifically state who caused the explosion, but newspapers utilized
yellow journalism to spread their opinion. It did not take long before the newspapers and the
American people had already decided that Spain was to blame.
The U.S. Navy fought in Pacific and Caribbean theaters during the Spanish-American
War. In the Pacific Theater, the U.S. Navy fought in Guam and the Philippines, which had been
under Spanish control for over three hundred years. The Assistant Secretary of the Navy,
Theodore Roosevelt, ordered Commodore George Dewey, commander of the Asiatic Squadron,
to sail towards Hong Kong, in the event of war with Spain. Roosevelt stated, “Your duty will be
to see that the Spanish squadron does not leave the Asiatic coast, and then offensive operations
in Philippine Islands.” Dewey and the Asiatic squadron arrived in Manila Bay on 30 April
1898.398 On 1 May 1898, Dewey led the Asiatic squadron aboard the U.S.S. Olympia in its first
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battle against Spain in Manila Bay. The fighting lasted a few hours, with only nine sailors
wounded during the battle.399
In the Caribbean, the U.S. Navy engaged in a naval battle known as the Battle of
Santiago de Cuba when four armored cruisers and two destroyers of the Royal Spanish Navy
attempted to escape into the open ocean on 3 July 1898. The battle began at 09:30, and the
U.S.S. Iowa noticed the Spanish fleet as it attempted to leave the harbor and fired a warning, and
hoisted Signal No. 250.400 Located at the mouth of the harbor, the U.S. South Atlantic Squadron
consisting of Texas, Iowa, Oregon, and Indiana, engulfed the Spanish fleet in a "hail of fire."401
The Spanish fleet responded, supported by the batteries on Morro and Upper Socapa, as they
attempted to turn westward and make their way out to sea.402 A heavy barrage of American guns
was no match for the Spanish fleet. At 10:36, the Spanish fleet revealed a sign of surrender. By
11:00, Iowa lowered its five cutters and began picking up crew members from wrecked cruisers.
In total, Iowa rescued 23 officers, 248 enlisted sailors, of whom 32 were wounded, and Captain
Antonio Eulate, the commander of the Spanish Vizcaya.403
Four days later, on 20 July, one of the boilers on Iowa blew a gasket while she was on
patrol. The utility hole gasket spewed boiling water out into the boiler room. The crew quickly
placed a board across a bucket where Fireman 2nd class Robert Penn climbed across to turn off
the boiler. Penn, a 25-year-old black sailor, risked being severely burned and was later awarded
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the Medal of Honor for his actions. His Medal of Honor citation reads: “On board the U.S.S.
Iowa off Santiago de Cuba, 20 July 1898. Performing his duty at the risk of serious scalding at
the time of the blowing-out of the manhole gasket on board the vessel, Penn hauled the fire while
standing on a board thrown across a coal bucket one foot above the boiling water which was still
blowing from the boiler.”404 Penn was the second African American sailor awarded the Medal of
Honor during the Spanish-American War. Daniel Atkins, while serving as U.S.S. Cushing’s as
Ships Cook First Class, attempted to save Ensign Joseph Breckenridge from drowning after
falling overboard on 11 February 1898 and was awarded the Medal of Honor.405 In June 1898,
Penn was awarded the Medal of Honor, making him the last African American sailor to be
awarded the Medal of Honor, as there has not been another African American recipient from the
U.S. Navy since.
As the Spanish-American War ended, the war for equality back home continued. While
Jim Crow laws and segregation in the South led many African Americans to consider leaving the
South altogether. There was still a steady desire by African Americans to enlist into the U.S.
Navy, but unlike during the Civil War, black sailors experienced far greater restrictions on the
rates they could fill, being limited to messmen, stewards, coal heavers, and cooks. During the
Civil War, black sailors experienced a level of equality unlike what they had experienced on
land. However, the segregation on land found itself on board naval vessels as black sailors were
limited to rates that would enable them to be mostly segregated from the rest of the white crew
and prevented them from serving in a combat role. Unfortunately, the accepted racism of the day
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led many African Americans to leave the South and search for work in the North, in the past the
navy would have provided African American men with an opportunity to both serve their
country and provide for their families, however, at this time, there were strict limitations on the
number of black sailors that could enlist. Representative George White, in an interview with
the Chicago Daily Tribune, stated, “I cannot live in North Carolina and be a man and be treated
as a man.” White told the New York Times, that he encouraged southern black families to migrate
west, “los[ing] themselves among the people of the country.”406

World War I
The outbreak of World War I in 1914 led President Woodrow Wilson to pursue a path of
neutrality to keep the United States out of the war in Europe.407 The rising tensions in Europe led
Wilson to support the Naval Act of 1916, which sought to establish a navy second to none,
"incomparably, the greatest Navy in the world,” through the construction of ten 42,000ton battleships, six battlecruisers, ten scout cruisers, fifty destroyers, and sixtyseven submarines.408 The goal of the Naval Act of 1916 was to give the United States a powerful
voice in diplomacy, not in preparation for war specifically, but to be seen as a powerful navy
capable of defending itself or its allies. Rather than join the war, Wilson’s Administration
focused on resegregating the Federal Government, and as a result, the United States began to
experience even more rigid examples of segregation and discrimination organized under Jim
Crow laws throughout the nation. The growing acceptance of Jim Crow etiquette had
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accompanied the legal structures in the United States, and as such, blatant racism quickly spread
throughout the U.S. armed forces.
In 1917, the United States entered the Great War with only three percent of its service
members being black. Regardless of the expansion of Jim Crow laws and segregation, African
Americans eagerly desired to express their patriotism and once again earn their right to be
recognized as full citizens. Scholar and civil rights activist W.E.B. Du Bois pleaded with his
fellow African Americans “to forget our special grievances” for the duration of the war and to
“close our ranks shoulder to shoulder with our own white fellow citizens and the allied nations
that are fighting for democracy.”409 The declaration of war against the German Empire on 6
April 1917 brought an initial wave of 20,000 black enlisted men into the armed forces. In May,
Congress passed the Selective Service Act, authorizing the expansion of the armed forces
through conscription and eventually required all men from 21 to 45 to register for military
service.410 Although a great number of black volunteers desired to enlist and serve in the
military, Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels, who strongly supported segregation, sent a
letter to New Jersey Senator Joseph S. Frelinghuysen, justifying a policy of segregation and
institutional racism. “As a matter of policy,” Frelinghuysen wrote, “it has been customary to
enlist colored men in the various ratings of the messman branch…and in the lower ratings of the
fireroom; permitting colored men to sleep and eat by themselves.”411
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In March 1917, Navy Secretary Josephus Daniels was notified that the navy was not able
to supply the clerical support necessary. Daniels responded, "Then enroll women in the Naval
Reserve as yeomen, and we will have the best clerical assistance the country can provide."412
Civilian clerk, Loretta Perfectus Walsh, became the first woman to enlist in the Naval Reserves
as Yeoman (F) on 21 March 1917. By the end of the war, 11,880 women had enlisted. Armelda
H. Greene became the first African American woman to enlist in the Navy Reserves on 13
August 1918. She was the first of fourteen black women to serve as Yeoman (F) during the war,
known as the “Golden Fourteen.” Of the 11,880 women to serve, only the names of the “Golden
Fourteen” are definitively known: Armelda H. Greene, Kathryn E. Finch, Pocahontas A.
Jackson, Fannie A. Foote, Ruth A. Davis, Olga F. Jones, Sarah Davis, Sarah E. Howard, Marie
E. Mitchell, Anna G. Smallwood, Maude C. Williams, Carol E. Washington, Josie B.
Washington, and Inez B. McIntosh.413
By 5 July 1917, over 700,000 African Americans had registered for military service.414
However, the Marine Corps still barred African Americans serving, and the U.S. Navy, which
had always been progressive in its utilization of black sailors, prevented them from serving in the
same roles they had in the past and reserved them to fill menial roles such as coal heavers,
messmen, stewards, and cooks.415 Throughout the Civil War, black sailors attributed to roughly
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15-25% of the naval force, yet the opportunities provided to African American naval recruits
were abruptly curtailed in the early 1900s, as the rise of Jim Crow laws made racially-charged
discrimination not only legal but acceptable. During World War I, African American sailors
represented a mere 1.2% of the U.S. Navy,416 not from a lack of desire on the part of African
Americans but because of the restrictions enforced by the U.S. Navy limiting the role in which
they could serve. As the U.S. Navy continued to restrict the role of African Americans, the U.S.
Army became more progressive and allowed black men to serve in every branch of the army
with the only exception being the aviation units.
Despite the efforts of black leadership to eliminate discrimination, the policy and practice
of the United States was to remain segregated throughout the war. Recognizing the immediate
need to win the war, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
along with civil rights leader W.E.B. Du Bois established a new NAACP slogan, “First your
country, then your rights!”417 There was optimism surrounding the black community where they
believed that if they served valiantly in the war effort, as so many had done in previous wars,
they would gain the respect, honor, and more importantly the equality they desired. Secretary of
War Newton D. Baker clarified the military’s position, stating that though African Americans
would be treated fairly, at least by the military’s perception, the War Department could not
“undertake at this time to settle the so-called race question.”418 Rather than continue its tradition
of being welcoming and accepting of individuals from all walks of life, backgrounds, and race,
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the U.S. Navy enabled the practices of racism that limited the ability of individuals to achieve
equality and be afforded the same opportunities in civilian life to be brought over into military
society.
As the U.S. Navy restricted the role of African American sailors, the U.S. Army
continued to become more progressive. Although the navy was still considered integrated, the
rates black sailors were allowed to hold separated them from the rest of the ship mimicking
segregation aboard naval vessels. The U.S. Army became more progressive, although some
served in segregated units, black soldiers could work in any branch other than aviation, but more
importantly they could become officers in those units. The army utilized black troops to serve the
American Expeditionary Force by using them to build roads, bridges, and trenches in support of
those fighting along the front line.419 Secretary of War Baker wrote in a letter to Emmitt Scott,
the Special Assistant to the War Department, and referenced the attitude of the Department
towards black soldiers when he stated,
More than 626 of the 1,250 colored men who completed the course at the Reserve
Officer’s Training Camp, at Fort Des Moines, Iowa, have been commissioned as officers
in the United States Army, nearly 100 colored physicians and surgeons have received
commissions as officers in the Medical Reserve Corps, and a full fighting force of 30,000
colored soldiers, including representatives in practically every branch of military
service.420
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During the war, African American soldiers comprised approximately one third of the wartime
army’s laboring units and one thirtieth of its combat forces.421 Of the 200,000 African Americans
who made their way to France, approximately 38,000, or 19%, fought in combat.422
However, as the war came to an end, African American soldiers and sailors were quickly
reminded of their position within society upon their return to the United States. During the war,
the “Navy’s racial segregation policies limited African Americans’ participation in World War I
and, after the war, barred black enlistments altogether from 1919 to 1932. The only African
American sailors who continued to serve during that period were the ones aboard in 1919 who
were allowed to stay to retire.”423 The U.S. Navy official barred African American enlistment on
4 August 1919 primarily because naval officers believed that Filipinos made for better messmen
than the African Americans. The U.S. Navy did not allow for African American recruitment to
resume until 1932 when it became official that the Philippines would receive their independence
in 1947. In 1932, the navy had 441 African American sailors still serving, which attributed to
half of one percent of the naval force at that time, and the lowest percentage of black
participation in the navy since the five percent restriction that was enacted on 13 September
1839. 424
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World War II
In 1937, the primary goal of the NAACP was the abolition of discrimination of the U.S.
Army and the U.S. Navy. By October 1937, the NAACP urged President Franklin D. Roosevelt
to end discrimination throughout every military branch. Charles Houston, an NAACP attorney,
called for the president to give all black citizens “the same right to enlist [and to] to qualify for
commissions and promotions as other citizens” within the U.S. Navy.425 In 1938, the NAACP
called upon Roosevelt to end segregation in the army and navy through executive order and to
denounce any legislation that would propose segregated units in either the army or the navy. In
the same resolution, the NAACP called for African American voters to “support candidates for
Congress who will pledge themselves to appoint Negro youth to Annapolis and West Point.” In
September, Walter F. White, leader of the NAACP, requested Roosevelt appoint a biracial
commission responsible for investigating discrimination within the armed forces and
recommended the removal of color barriers.426
After the U.S. Navy dropped the restriction on African American recruitment, many
began to enlist. By May of 1940, following the invasion of France by Germany, black sailors in
the U.S. Navy still only made up 4,007 out of its 215,000 personnel, which equated to 2.3% of its
naval force.427 On 26 July, the head of the NAACP’s legal department, Thurgood Marshall,
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reached out to the Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox, pleading with him to remove any color
barriers within the navy.428 However Knox was hesitant, as he believed that it was “no kindness
to negroes to thrust them upon men of the white race.”429 It appeared that any changes to the U.S.
Navy’s racial policies would move at a snail’s pace, as many of the senior officers shared Knox’s
perspective.430
On 7 December 1941, mess attendant second class Doris Miller woke up at 0600 aboard
the U.S.S. West Virginia, docked at the naval base at Pearl Harbor. Miller had already served
breakfast mess and began to collect laundry just before 0800 when the first torpedo of seven was
fired upon West Virginia by Japanese aircraft pilots from the Japanese carrier Akagi.431 At the
sound of “battle stations,” Miller immediately attempted to reach his position within the
magazine for anti-aircraft battery amidship but soon discovered that it had been destroyed by one
of the torpedoes. Following protocol, Miller made his way to “Times Square,” a central location
on the ship’s deck where he made himself available to the officers present. Seeing the size and
strength of Miller, communications officer Lieutenant Commander Doir C. Johnson, ordered
Miller to accompany him to the conning tower on the flag bridge to help assist him in moving
Captain Mervyn Bennion. Cpt. Bennion had a gaping wound to his abdomen caused by flying
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shrapnel and was in need of immediate care.432 The two men moved the skipper to a safer
location before Lieutenant Frederic H. White ordered Miller and Ensign Victor Delano to help
load two unmanned Browning .50 caliber anti-aircraft machine guns located aft of the conning
tower.433 Unfamiliar with the weapon, the two officers quickly instructed Miller on how to fire
and reload it. Moments later, Miller was seen firing the gun at enemy planes until he ran out of
ammunition, after having fired the weapon for fifteen minutes. Miller described firing the
weapon, stating, "It wasn't hard. I just pulled the trigger and she worked fine. I had watched the
others with these guns. I guess I fired her for about fifteen minutes. I think I got one of those Jap
planes. They were diving pretty close to us."434
After the attack it was discovered that 130 of the 1,541 men aboard West Virginia during
the attack were killed and another 52 were wounded. On 13 December, Miller was reassigned to
the heavy cruiser U.S.S. Indianapolis. On 1 January 1942, the U.S. Navy released a list of
commendations for actions that took place during the attack on 7 December, and among the
actions listed was a single commendation for an unnamed black man. On 12 March 1942, a story
by the Associated Press, based upon information gathered by Lawrence D. Reddick, named
Doris “Dorie” Miller as the “unnamed messman hero.”435
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Following the attack on Pearl Harbor, African Americans throughout the nation began to
seek a double victory. “The first V for a victory over our enemies from without, the second V for
a victory over our enemies from within,” as the concept of a double victory for African
Americans became a national cause and eventually extended to those working in factories and
services, which supported the war effort.436 Secretary Knox announced, on 7 April 1942, that the
U.S. Navy was planning on accepting African American volunteers for black construction
regiments, Coast Guard cutters, and black composite battalions in the Marine Corps.437 However,
the argument from many was for African Americans to be allowed to earn a commission through
the Naval Academy. The Washington Tribune decried the lack of provisions to commission
blacks and asserted that “it is the Navy’s fault that we have no Academy graduates among us.”438
After the word got out of Miller’s heroism during the attack on Pearl Harbor, the barrage of
questions related to why there were so many restrictions on black enlistments into the navy
poured into the office of Secretary Knox. However, Knox continued to dismiss their requests. He
even denied Miller for the Medal of Honor, choosing rather to send a letter of commendation and
faint praise, but was later ordered by President Roosevelt to award him the Navy Cross.439 On 27
May 1942, Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Commander in Chief, of the Pacific Fleet, recognized
Miller aboard the U.S.S. Enterprise (CV-6) and presented him with the Navy Cross, which is
currently recognized as the second-highest award presented by the U.S. Navy for gallantry
during combat. In reference to Miller's commendation, Nimitz staid, "This marks the first time in
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this conflict that such high tribute has been made in the Pacific Fleet to a member of his race and
I'm sure that the future will see others similarly honored for brave acts."440 The U.S. Navy began
enlisting African Americans for general service on 1 June 1942 with the goal of adding 5,000
black sailors into the navy.441 Thirty-one percent of graduates from recruit training at Camp
Robert Smalls continued to advanced training.442 However, by 1 February 1943, more than two
thirds of the 26,909 African American sailors continued to serve as messmen, which continued to
place the burden of combat on the shoulders of white sailors.443
Before 1944, only a couple African Americans became naval officers, and their
commission was by accident. On 8 June 1942, Bernard Whitefield Robinson, a black medical
student at Harvard University, received a commission as a naval officer because the officer who
signed him up had never met him in person and assumed that he was white. Robinson did not
begin active duty until 1944. Likewise, on 28 September 1942, Oscar Wayman Holmes received
his commission as an ensign in the Civil Aeronautics Administration- War Training Service
Program because being light-skinned, higher-ranking officers did not realize that he was African
American. Holmes was able to complete his training but was unable to train “those white boys
[to fly].” It is possible that the U.S. Navy accidentally commissioned other African Americans
before 1944, but none were publicized.444
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On 1 January 1944, in response to the request of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and
Assistant Secretary of the Navy Adlai Stevenson, sixteen black officer candidates began a
segregated training program at Camp Robert Smalls, Recruit Training Center Great Lakes, in
Illinois. It quickly became clear that there were several individuals who did not want the recruits
to succeed. The traditional sixteen-week program was cut in half to ensure the failure of the
cadets. Knowing this, the cadets disciplined themselves and studied late into the night each night,
and when they were tested, each man passed with high marks. Immediately, the air of disbelief
spread throughout the campus, as they had scored higher than an all-white class. The men were
forced to retake their exams to disprove any notions of cheating. Again, all sixteen men passed
with a class average of 3.89 at graduation.445 Although all sixteen men passed their training only
twelve obtained a commission as naval officers while one received commission as a warrant
officer on 14 March 1944. It is unclear the reasoning behind the other three men not receiving a
commission. The “Golden Thirteen” as they came to be known are Jesse Walter Arbor, Phillip G.
Barnes, Dalton L. Baugh, Sr., George Clinton Cooper, Reginald E. Goodwin, James E. Hair,
Charles Byrd Lear, Graham E. Martin, Dennis Denmark Nelson, John W. Reagan, Frank E.
Sublett, Jr., and William Sylvester White.446 Only 64 African Americans received commissions
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as officers or warrant officers during World War II, while most black sailors continued to serve
in traditional Jim Crow roles as cooks, stewards, and laborers.447
Although integrating black sailors into all rates within the U.S. Navy was a slow process
during World War II, some significant progress was made on 20 March 1944, as the U.S. Navy
commissioned the destroyer escort U.S.S. Mason (DE-529). The U.S.S. Mason, along with the
submarine chaser PC-1264, were the only two naval warships within the U.S. Naval fleet that
were manned by a predominately black enlisted crew.448 Eventually, some of the white petty
officers and commissioned officers were replaced with African Americans.449 The rate of
expansion of the U.S. Navy’s racial policy dramatically changed after the death of Secretary
Knox on 28 April 1944, and James Vincent Forrestal’s promotion to Secretary of the Navy on 19
May 1944.450 Forrestal considered racial prejudice “an irrational thing, rooted in ignorance,” and
perceived the issue in terms of efficiency and fairness.451 During the summer of 1944, in a
meeting with Admiral Ernest J. King, Forrestal told King that he did not believe that the black
sailors in the navy were getting a square break and requested the support of King and other highranking officers to begin to provide more opportunities to black sailors. After hearing the
447
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request, King looked out of a window for a few minutes before he responded, “You know, we
say that we are a democracy and a democracy ought to have a democratic Navy. I don’t think
you can do it, but if you want to try, I’m behind you all the way.”452
Sadly, tragedy struck early on under Forrestal’s leadership when, on 17 July 1944, when
an explosion occurred at the Port Chicago Naval Magazine in Port Chicago, California, killing
320 munitions workers.453 The incident occurred after the Liberty ship SS E. A. Bryan docked at
the inboard, landward side of Port Chicago's single 1,500 ft (460 m) pier at 8:15 a.m. on July 13,
1944. Although the cargo holds were empty, the ship was fully loaded with 5,292 barrels
(841,360 liters) of bunker C heavy fuel oil for its trip across the Pacific Ocean. By 10:00 a.m.,
seamen from the ordnance battalion were loading the ship's 4,600 tons of munitions around the
clock, and twelve hours later, the ship was about 40% full. Around 10:18 p.m., witnesses
reported hearing "a metallic sound and rending timbers, such as made by a falling boom."454 The
next thing anyone remembered was an explosion which led to a fire on the pier. Seconds later,
another explosion, more powerful than the first, detonated most of the ordnance within the
U.S.S. E.A. Bryan, forming a fireball reported to be 3 mi (4.8km) in diameter.455 Two hundred
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and twenty black sailors were killed in the explosion, which attributed to 15% of all black
casualties in World War II.
A month later, two hundred and fifty-eight black sailors refused to continue load
ammunition under the same dangerous conditions. Admiral Carleton H. Wright communicated to
his superior officers that the men's "refusal to perform the required work [arose] from a mass fear
arising out of the Port Chicago explosion."456 As a result, two hundred and eight sailors received
bad conduct charges. Lt. Gerald Veltmann, the defense attorney, argued that the sailors could not
have caused a mutiny considering the official legal definition of mutiny: “intent to usurp or
override lawful military authority, refuses, in concert with any other person, to obey orders or
otherwise do his duty or creates any violence or disturbance is guilty of mutiny.”457 Since the
sailors never attempted to seize command, nor were they given specific commands, they could
not be guilty of mutiny. Attorney Thurgood Marshall witnessed the trial of fifty of the sailors —
known as the Port Chicago 50 —who were convicted of mutiny and sentenced to fifteen years in
prison and hard labor. In January 1946, forty-six of the men were released from prison while the
remaining sailors continued to serve additional time in prison. The trial was publicly criticized
for not having abided by the applicable laws on mutiny, but the incident became influential in the
discussions of desegregation. The disaster at Port Chicago highlighted the systemic racial
inequality prevalent in the U.S. Navy at that time.458
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The Navy announced on 19 October 1944 that African American women were permitted
to enlist into the women’s naval reserve, also known as WAVES (Women Accepted for
Volunteer Emergency Service).459 The reality of WAVES came from consistent pressure placed
upon the United States government by black journalists and newspapers, religious and civil
rights organizations, various black sororities, and others fighting within civil rights arena.
Originally, Knox had communicated that black WAVES would enlist in the navy "over his dead
body," but when James Forrestal took over as secretary of the Navy, he pushed for it to be
integrated,460 but it was not until 19 October 1944 that Roosevelt instructed the U.S. Navy to
allow black women to enlist in the WAVES.461 Lieutenant Harriet Ida Pickens and Ensign
Frances Wills were the first African American WAVES officers to obtain their commission on
21 December 1944. By July 1945, seventy-two African American women had undergone
WAVES recruit training and earned their commission into the U.S. Navy.462
Although there was some progress towards integration and new racial policies under
Secretary Forrestal, there was still a lot of tension between whites and blacks throughout the
navy. In December of 1944, a race riot broke out at a naval base in Agana, Guam, where fortyeight black sailors were arrested and imprisoned for protesting the violent racism, they had
experienced over a period of three months. The culmination occurred when a European
American sailor shot and killed a “black Marine of the 25th Depot Company in a quarrel over a
woman,” which then led to a sentry from the 27th Marine Depot Company to respond by
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harassing and killing his tormentor, who happened to be a white Marine.463 The confrontations
continued to escalate on Christmas Eve as a white Marine shot and killed a black enlisted man
leading to a roadblock and standoff between white and black enlisted men. Then, on Christmas,
two drunk white Marines shot and killed two black sailors which led to another firefight and
back-and-forth pursuits. In the end, forty-three marines were court-martialed and subsequently
convicted to several years in prison.464 Walter F. White of the NAACP was in Guam at the time
and helped bring the marines to justice; and successfully campaigned for the U.S. Navy and the
White House to overturn the black Marines’ guilty verdicts and allow them to be released from
prison in 1946.465
The U.S. Navy continued to guide its personnel towards integration in all areas of the
navy by releasing the Guide to Command of Negro Naval Personnel on 12 February 1945, which
stated that “The Navy accepts no theories of racial differences in inborn ability, but expects that
every man wearing its uniform be trained and used in accordance with his maximum individual
capacity determined on the basis of individual performance.”466 The guide symbolized the
change in the navy’s perception of its African American sailors since the attack on Pearl Harbor.
However, it is difficult to determine if the attempts at integration by Secretary Forrestal began
too late in the war to have a significant impact on the role that African Americans could play or
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allow the U.S. Navy to communicate the value and significance of its African American sailors.
For example, on 5 March 1945, a battalion of one thousand African American Seabees staged a
hunger strike at the Naval Base Ventura County in Port Hueneme, California, following the
discrimination experienced by black sailors. However, on that same day, Phyllis Mae Dailey
became the first of four African American women to be sworn into the Navy Nurse Corps.467
Dailey was followed by Edith Mazie DeVoe, Helen Fredericka Turner, and Eula Loucille
Stimley. These women remained the only African American nurses on active duty within the
Navy Nurse Corps throughout the rest of the war.468 The fallout from the Port Chicago disaster
helped to initiate the implementation of new standards of integration throughout the navy,
unfortunately, it may have come too late in the war to have had a significant impact on the
perception and acceptance of African American sailors during World War II.
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Conclusion
The Civil War provided a unique opportunity for African Americans to experience a
glimpse of social equality. Before the Civil War, white and black men fought together in every
military campaign in North America since the French and Indian War. However, they did so with
a sharp distinction that separated them into two distinct groups: the free white men and the black
slaves. At the onset of the Civil War, as in the past, free black men began to join the war effort
and were considered a welcome addition. The navy welcomed black enlistees as it had difficulty
finding recruits willing to endure harsh discipline, dangerous work, extended cruises, wormy
biscuits, and questionable beef. Several free black men chose to serve in the United States Navy,
recognizing the opportunities it offered to obtain new skills, equal pay, and a greater sense of
equality amongst their shipmates. However, their time at sea was not without its challenges.
Black sailors struggled to earn the respect of their officers and crews, as many believed them to
be incapable and untrustworthy.
As the war continued, black sailors attributed to twenty percent of sailors serving during
the war. The crews of Union vessels quickly began to grow closer, as it was rare for segregation
to occur in the tight confines of a ship, and their shared experiences at sea helped them to form a
close bond amongst the crews. As black sailors worked diligently to learn their roles, they were
provided opportunities to prove their knowledge and willingness to endure the challenging life at
sea; in doing so, they quickly began to win the respect of most of their crewmates and several of
their officers. Although the heroism and bravery of black sailors during the War of 1812 were
recognized by many of their crews, as the war came closer to its end, the official attitude toward
black men in the United States armed forces became more hostile. While most of those with this
perspective came from the army, some U.S. Navy members held this view. However, the United
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States Navy recognized its need for sailors and could not afford to ban experienced and capable
who were willing to remain in service; thus, black sailors continued to serve in the United States
Navy. At the end of the War of 1812, several free black men continued to fill vacancies in the
navy or at sea on merchant ships because of the greater sense of equality and opportunity than
they experienced on land.
While life at sea was not for the faint of heart with the infestation of bugs, rats, and
worms, stale food, rotten meat, and poor ventilation with an air almost too thick to breathe from
the heat and humidity below deck, black sailors willingly endured these challenges along with
the monotony of the daily routine. Sailors also had to deal with constantly being damp and
unable to get a change of view. In their shared experience of this life at sea, sailors formed a
bond that surpassed the racial divide experienced throughout the nation. Although black men
were permitted to serve in the U.S. Army later in the war, they did so in segregated units, often
utilized for manual labor rather than combat, and were continually reminded of their inferiority
to white units. In contrast, the U.S. Navy provided a beautiful example of what life after the war
could look like with the emancipation of slavery.
Despite the risk of capture, especially for U.S. vessels sailing around southern ports and
up the Mississippi, an ever-present reality, black sailors continued to seek enlistment into the
navy. Many contraband sailors who had recently escaped their enslavement, having now known
freedom a short while, were even more willing to risk everything and prove themselves worthy
of a position aboard a naval ship to hold on to their freedom. Several of them had left everything
behind, including family members, in hopes of securing their freedom; others had family
members who depended on them to help provide. The risk was especially challenging for black
sailors who were free before the war. They had to come to grips with not only the threat of
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immediate death, like their contraband shipmates, but they also risked ending up enslaved. The
willingness of black sailors to take on this considerable risk, their dedicated hard work, and their
ability to endure the nature of life at sea, along with their shipmates, gained them a substantial
amount of respect from their crew members.
African American sailors may not have realized the impact their actions would have on
the perception the country had toward black individuals being seen as more than mere property.
However, their discipline, desire, and perseverance, not only in the monotony of daily life on a
ship but in the heat of battle, proved them to be capable of the task, surpassing the expectations
of their officers, which eventually led them to be viewed amongst their peers as men. Men who
risked everything they had fought and served beyond the call of duty, with incredible bravery of
whom eight would earn the Congressional Medal of Honor.
The Civil War's end and the Reconstruction Era's rise in the United States brought about
a renewed change. The March 1870 ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment forbade all states
from restricting the right of suffrage based on race or color. Henry McNeal Turner proclaimed
that the “drama of national purity and excellence [was] fast reaching its zenith and culminating
in the climax of fadeless glories,” as Turner believed that the amendment’s ratification had
fundamentally changed the nation. Turner called it the “finish of our national fabric…the
crowning event of the nineteenth century; the brightest glare of glory that ever hung on land or
sea.”469 However, in 1896, the court ruling of Plessy v. Ferguson renewed limitations to the
opportunities and roles of black men and women within society, as the segregation of blacks
from white was deemed legal in the United States. As the racist views that defined the South
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began to infiltrate the society and thus the government, the spread of Jim Crow ideology and
etiquette led to other laws restricting the liberties of black men and women throughout the
nation. The emergence of segregation de jure in the South and de facto in the North led the
country and the U.S. Navy to overlook the contributions of black sailors during the Civil War
and denigrate their ability to serve in the armed forces altogether. It did not take long before
African Americans began to be pushed out of the navy, limited to menial rates such as Messmen,
coal heavers, stewards, and cooks, positions that could easily segregate them from the rest of the
crew.
The transition of the U.S. Navy into a modem steel and steam force eliminated the need
for pilots and experienced sail handlers and replaced them with a need for experienced machine
operators, a skill that African Americans were denied an opportunity to learn in Jim Crow
America. Despite the racist Jim Crow ideologies that permeated the United States military,
African American men continued to seek enlistment into the navy. Black men sought to earn a
commission through the United States Naval Academy. Consequently, the number of African
American sailors with experience at sea began to drop from 13% in 1870 to a mere 6% in
1890,470 while the number of black sailors enlisting in the rate of Messman increased from 29%
to 49% that same year, due to the limitations imposed on black sailors, yet still revealing their
desire to serve in the navy.471 As Civil Rights leaders and members of the black communities
throughout the United States continued to promote equality throughout the nation, it was not
until the outbreak of World War II, more specifically the attack on Pearl Harbor, that led the U.S.
Navy removed some of the restrictions placed upon African American sailors and recruits.
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The change began throughout World War II, as it saw the first graduating class of African
American naval officers, known as the “Golden Thirteen.” By the war’s end, the Navy had
integrated the crews of twenty-five auxiliary ships, and the U.S.S. Mason, a destroyer escort, had
an all-black crew.472 Although African American sailors had made substantial progress during
WWII, it was almost entirely ruined by the Port Chicago Mutiny, where fifty black sailors faced
courts-martial and a potential capital sentence for refusing to follow orders and load ammunition
ships under unsafe conditions following an explosion hours earlier. Consequently, none of the
sailors were executed, although prison terms up to fifteen years were levied against the leaders of
the mutiny.473
Throughout every conflict the United States has fought, black sailors have been at the
helm, willing to risk their lives and their freedom to help preserve a nation that, often, did not
reward or acknowledge their sacrifice. Although the navy proved to be progressive in several
areas throughout its history, the impact of its permittance and acceptance of the racist Jim Crow
mentality permeating American society filtered into the structure of the U.S. Navy following the
Reconstruction era. The acceptance of racism not only hurt the effectiveness of the navy as a
whole but discounted the sacrifice and impact that African American sailors have had on the
U.S. Navy and attributed to the weakening of American society as Jim Crow laws and
segregation separated the nation.
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In his 1935 book Black Reconstruction, W.E.B Du Bois encapsulated black Southerners’
experience of the Civil War and Reconstruction dramas. “The slave went free,” he wrote, “stood
a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward slavery.”474 Since the French and
Indian War, black men, have been active in the establishment and protection of freedom in
America. Enslaved men and women refused to sit idly by and continually sought after their
freedom, willing to risk everything to ensure it. The Civil War allowed the opportunity for black
men to rise above and play an active role in securing their freedom and the freedom of others.
The U.S. Navy led the way in providing black men an opportunity to not only develop skills that
would benefit them later in life but also break down the perceived abilities of African Americans
and change the narrative. Black sailors proved themselves time and time again; despite the
numerous racist limitations enforced upon them, they continued to seek out opportunities to
serve and rise in the ranks of the U.S. Navy. The Civil War allowed black sailors to experience
freedom and equality amongst their white crew members. The fire set ablaze during the Civil
War continued into the Spanish-American War, World War I, and World War II. As new
limitations and restrictions were enforced upon the role of black sailors, the number of black men
desiring to be a part of the navy remained consistent through it all. Once the walls of racism and
segregation broke, black sailors were lined up to enlist again.
As one studies the Civil War and U.S. History, one must not discount or minimize the
role African American sailors played in the formation and preservation of the United States.
From the beginning, black sailors fought as slaves and free men for freedom and its preservation.
During most of their time in service, whether by those free or enslaved, black sailors were
viewed by their fellow crew members and society as slaves, property, contraband, and inferior.
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Through their constant perseverance, discipline, and fortitude, repeatedly proving themselves
worthy and capable of the task, African American sailors were able to change the perspective of
those around them so that they could stand and become men, consequently through their actions
as sailors in the U.S. Navy. The Civil War and the U.S. Navy provided them the opportunity to
do so.
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Addendum
The stories of three sailors whose diaries have been preserved reveal their specific
experiences within the navy, as two men were free black men before the war, and another was
contraband. They each provide insight into life as black sailors in the Union Navy. Additionally,
focusing on the black sailors who rose above their rates to serve above and beyond the call of
duty and were awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor reveals not only the level of
capability of these sailors to perform their duties, but the level of ownership and commodore
present among these crews where one would willingly risk his life for another. It is within these
stories that one can truly understand the level of equality that these black sailors experienced
within their integrated crews while providing a wonderful example of how it was possible for the
United States to integrate successfully.
* * *

The ability to provide a voice to the thousands of African American men who served in
the U.S. Navy during the Civil War is dependent on the personal records and experiences of
those who served and fought during the Civil War. However, compared to their white
counterparts, the African American voice of the Civil War is almost absent, as there are only a
small number of personal accounts of the experiences of black soldiers and sailors during the
Civil War. Personal diaries, if they ever existed, have been lost or destroyed. Today, there are
only three known diaries written by black men who served in the U.S. Navy during the war, and
still, only two are available to the public. Two of the diaries have been published for the public;
one was written by a free black man named Charles B. Fisher and another by a contraband sailor
named William B. Gould. The third diary has not been published and is of a free black man

186
named John C. Hart, whose family members are believed to hold the diary. Their stories are
crucial in understanding the perspective of African American sailors. Perhaps many black sailors
were illiterate or undisciplined in keeping and maintaining a journal. Some may have believed
that their story was insignificant, so they did not take the time to write it down. It is possible that
many of the letters have been lost throughout the years. There are several journals and letters
written by black soldiers who speak of their experiences in the army and on the battlefield. In the
end, historians are left to depend primarily upon the writings of white sailors, and officers to help
provide further insight into the actions of black sailors during combat against the opposing armed
force. Thankfully, the United States government created a way to remember those who showed
courage and a willingness to place themselves in harm’s way to save the life of another, to show
valor at its highest level, above and beyond the call of duty. The United States established the
Congressional Medal of Honor during the Civil War.
On 7 August 1782, General George Washington designed the first formal system that
rewarded acts of individual gallantry by men fighting in the Revolutionary War. Its purpose was
to recognize "not only instances of unusual gallantry in battle, but also extraordinary fidelity and
essential service in any way."475 Those who merited this honor, known at the time as the Badge
of Military Merit, were given a small award that consisted of a purple cloth heart. Records
indicate that only three individuals received this award during the Revolutionary War: Sergeant
Elijah Churchill, Sergeant William Brown, and Sergeant Daniel Bissel Jr. The Badge of Military
Merit was not used again after the Revolutionary War, although the concept of such a decoration
that could be worn, remained.
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In 1847, during the Mexican American War, an Act of Congress authorized brevets to
non-commissioned officers and privates who distinguished themselves in service, in which "the
President may in like manner grant him a certificate of merit, which shall entitle him to
additional pay at the rate of two dollars per month."476 No medal accompanied this award, which
was discontinued after the war ended. Soon after the breakout of the Civil War, James W.
Grimes proposed a medal for individual valor to General-in-Chief of the Army Winfield Scott.
Scott disapproved of the medal, believing it appealed to European affectation. The medal found
support within the U.S. Navy, which understood that recognizing courage in battle was needed.
On 21 December 1861, President Abraham Lincoln signed into law Public Resolution 82, which
contained a provision for a Navy medal of valor "to be bestowed upon such petty officers,
seamen, landsmen, and Marines as shall most distinguish themselves by their gallantry and other
seamanlike qualities during the present war."477 By 15 February 1862, Senator Henry Wilson
introduced a similar resolution for a Medal of Honor for the Army. Congress approved
Resolution No. 52, 12 Stat. 623-624, and it was signed into law on 12 July 1862.478
Although today, the Congressional Medal of Honor is the highest military decoration
awarded to individuals in the armed services, during the Civil War, it was the only decoration
that was awarded. Of the 3,511 Medals of Honor that have been awarded to date, 1,522 were
awarded during the Civil War, 307 were awarded to sailors in the navy, and of those 307 sailors
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8 of them were African American.479 The recognition earned by these eight sailors not only helps
to confirm their ability and willingness to risk everything for their love of freedom and their
country, it also helps to recognize the shift in the perception of African Americans that was
taking place throughout the nation during that time. In 1864, James F. Jones, a black soldier in
the 14th Rhode Island Heavy Artillery, wrote:
Step by step we are emerging from darkness into light. One by one the scales that have so
long blinded our race-ignorance and superstition-are falling off; prejudice, with all its
concomitant evils, is fast giving way; men begin to reason and think of us in a rational
and religious way. As a people, we begin to think of our race as something more than
vassals, and goods, and chattels; and with this increasing good opinion of ourselves, we
will make all people respect us.480
An examination into the stories of a few black sailors whose experiences were recorded
in their personal diaries, as well as the actions of the eight brave sailors who, in battle, proved to
go above and beyond the call of duty, earning them the highest military decoration presented by
the United States government to a member of its armed forces, will not only help to comprise a
summary of the experiences of black sailors in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War, it will also
help to determine if their service in the U.S. Navy served them and provided them opportunities
that they would otherwise not have obtained as they transition from being seen and considered as
mere "contraband" to being seen and considered by their shipmates and the nation as men
because of their integrity, accountability, initiative, and toughness.481
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As noted earlier, integrity, accountability, initiative, and toughness are the four core attributes of the United
States Navy’s professional identity that serves as guiding criteria for its decisions and actions. In this chapter, they
will be used to examine how specific black sailors exemplified these attributes.
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Personal Diaries

Charles B. Fisher
Charles Bennet Fisher was born in Alexandria, Virginia, around 1839. He is described as
“black eyes, Mulatto, 5' 2", scar on right cheek."482 It is believed that he was a free man,
although his diary does not claim his prewar status. Historian Steven Ramold argues that his
status could be assumed based upon several factors associated with his enlistment. Namely, there
is evidence that he sent letters to family members in the North throughout the war – typical for
an African American sailor, as most black sailors were free men at the beginning of the war.
Additionally, his enlistment in Boston reveals that he was most likely a free man. A fugitive
would have sought aid and assistance in Washington Navy Yard rather than traveling to Boston
to enlist in the navy, indicating that Fisher could travel without restrictions.483
Throughout Fisher’s enlistment, he maintained a diary that covered nearly three years of
his life in the navy, providing a comparison between his experience in naval service to that of
other black sailors and their white shipmates. In his diary, Fisher provides interesting facts
pertaining to general assignments, the daily operations of the ship, as well as the battle
preparations of a naval steamer. Additionally, Fisher provides detailed personal observations of
the various foreign ports that he visited, including the people that he met along his journey who
both greeted and challenged the Kearsarge and her crew. Fisher provides several examples
within his diary that reveal that he held some of the same concerns and interests that most Civil
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War sailors harbored, providing a beautiful representation of the thoughts, concerns, and
experiences of a Civil War sailor, regardless of race.
On 15 January 1862, at 23, Fisher began his career in the navy by enlisting in Boston,
Massachusetts. Before he enlisted in 1860, Fisher had worked on the Mississippi riverboat Fanny
Bullitt, which transported cannons and ammunition to Fort Pillow, Tennessee. After about a year,
Fisher moved to Fall River, Massachusetts, where he began working as a bookbinder until he
decided to enlist in the navy after the start of the Civil War. Fisher initially enlisted and was
given the rate of a Landsman due to his experience as a skilled laborer, his maritime experience,
and his prewar mobility, having traveled throughout the Mississippi River, and visited New
Orleans and Philadelphia, which landed him a position aboard the U.S.S. Kearsarge with fifteen
other black sailors.484 Along with being well-traveled, Fisher had a great intelligence but clearly
lacked formal education based upon the multiple misspellings and grammatical errors throughout
his diary. His diary entries entail poetry and elaborate details of what he saw at various locations
and the history of places he visited throughout his journeys.485 It is apparent that he was a great
student of history, as his diary contained details of historic events that took place at various
locations that he visited.
Fisher benefitted from having enlisted a year before the Emancipation Proclamation,
which brought large waves of black enlistees into the navy. By 1864, Fisher’s commanding
officer had already promoted him to wardroom cook, which made him responsible for the
provisions in the officer's dining room, allowing him to partake in eating some of the food served
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to the officers, which was of superior quality and diversity to the regular crew. The promotion
also meant he was exempt from some of the more mundane aspects of ship life, like maintenance
and night watches. Fisher also benefitted from his $30 a month salary, which was $2 more a
month than a regular seaman.486 Fisher had also gained the respect and trust of the officers on his
ship, as he was responsible for stocking the officer’s galley with provisions that he picked up in
town with funds from the ship’s paymaster when the ship would go ashore.
Much of Fisher’s diary parallels the stories, concerns, and complaints made by white
sailors during that same time. On two separate occasions, Fisher describes how the crew lost
their shore leave because too many sailors were returning to the ship intoxicated. When the ship
docked in La Carraca, Spain the officers and Marines “watch the men and keep them from
visiting the wine shops in the yard and getting ‘tight’ and prevent desertion…Officers on duty at
the bow and an old stable twenty yards away from the ship,” although the attempts at blockading
the men were unsuccessful as thirty to forty men escaped into town each night, and upon their
return, there was more rum on the brig than coal and every man was drunk and fighting.487 Fisher
even takes note of specific sailors who disserted, writing in his diary, “Today John Netto ran
away.” Netto was a Landsman who disserted when the ship docked in Cadiz, Spain.488 Fisher
was also not without receiving punishment. On two separate occasions, he notes that in April
1864, he was placed in “Double Darbies,” or double irons, left to eat bread and water for six days
for returning to the ship late. In August of that same year, Fisher spent six days in the brig for
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taunting the U.S.S. Sacramento as it passed by.489 Each time, Fisher’s punishment is consistent
with a standard form of punishment, although the ship’s log does not specify what Fisher said to
the Sacramento to deserve his punishment.
Fisher experienced an aspect of life in the U.S. Navy during his time aboard the
U.S.S. Kearsarge that few black sailors experienced during the Civil War. The Kearsarge was a
steam-powered, Mohican-class sloop-of-war, commanded by Captain Charles W. Pickering.490
The Kearsarge was tasked as one of the few ships that hunted down Confederate raiders in
European waters that were preying on Union merchant ships. Most of Fisher’s time in the U.S.
Navy was spent tracking down Confederate raiders throughout European waters. Throughout the
war, Fisher, who was already an avid traveler, was able to see Azores, Portugal, Spain, North
Africa, Ireland, England, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands.491
From the port city of Cádiz, Spain, from November 1862 until March 1863, the
Kearsarge prepared for an engagement with the C.S.S. Alabama, commanded by Raphael
Semmes. Alabama had become successful at capturing and burning northern merchant ships. By
the time the Kearsarge had caught up. Alabama had burned around 57 vessels- the Geneva
award estimated the value to be $6,750,000, and several others had been released on ransombond, as there was neutral cargo on board. Meanwhile, Alabama had sailed seventy-five
thousand miles.492
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On 11 June 1864, Alabama arrived in port at Cherbourg, France. Captain Semmes
requested to dry dock the ship for overhaul and make some much-needed repairs. Three days
later, the Kearsarge, now under the command of Captain John A. Winslow, arrived and awaited
just outside the harbor. Before arriving, Winslow had telegraphed Gibraltar and requested the
assistance of the U.S.S. St. Louis for provisions and blockading assistance. Alabama was now
blocked into the harbor. Amid the speculations of whether Alabama would choose to fight or
flee, the Kearsarge did not have to wait long to find out. Capt. Semmes was an instinctively
aggressive leader who was not about to give up. After preparing his ship and drilling the crew for
the coming battle for the next several days, Semmes issued a bold challenge to
the Kearsarge's commander on 14 June 1864 in a letter that communicated his plan to drop off
the prisoners that his crew had taken, and within twenty-four hours take off to fight against the
Kearsarge if he could make the necessary arrangements. Semmes clearly states his desire not to
be detained for more than a day, begging that the Kearsarge not depart until his ship is ready to
go out.493 Upon receipt of the letter, the Kearsarge put down her ports, her guns pivoted
starboard, it loaded its entire battery and made every other preparation for an attack before
waiting five days. On 19 June 1864, at 10 AM, Alabama streamed out of the breakwater and
began its pursuit of the Kearsarge.494
As Alabama moved closer toward Kearsarge, Fisher and the crew began to man their
stations. Winslow ordered the sloop-of-war clear of territorial waters, then turned to meet the
Confederate cruiser. Tom Bingham later wrote, "The ensuing battle was witnessed by Manet,
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who went out to paint it, and the owner of an English yacht who had offered his children a choice
between watching the battle and going to church."495 Alabama opened fire first, while Kearsarge
held her reply until the ships were in closer range. Throughout the battle, each commander tried
to cross the bow of his opponent to deliver a heavy raking fire. After an hour and a half, the
battle quickly turned against Alabama due to Kearsarge's superior gunnery and patience in the
heat of battle. As it was apparent that Alabama could not float, its colors were hauled down, and
the pipe signaled, "All hands save yourselves." Commodore Arthur Sinclair of the Alabama,
recalled, “our waist-boats had been shot to pieces, leaving us but two quarter-boats, and one of
them much damaged. The wounded are dispatched in one of them to the enemy in charge of an
officer, and this done we await developments.”496
Of her 170 crew, Alabama had a total of nineteen fatalities as nine sailors were killed in
action, ten drowned, and another twenty-one sailors were wounded during the battle.497
The Kearsarge rescued most of Alabama's survivors, but forty-one of its officers and crew,
including Capt. Semmes were rescued by John Lancaster's private British steam
yacht, Deerhound.498 The Kearsarge had three wounded sailors after being exposed to an
"uninterrupted cannonade for eighteen minutes" when a 68- pounder Blakely shell passed
through the starboard bulwarks and exploded upon the quarter-deck.499 After his successful
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defeat of Alabama, Winslow was forced to watch as his much sought-after adversary, E.P. Jones
Captain of the Royal Yacht Squadron’s The Deerhound picked up Semmes and his surviving
crew, and made their way to England. Semmes eventually returned to the Confederacy and
became a Confederate admiral in the last weeks of the war aboard the C.S.S. Virginia II.500 The
United States Navy commemorated the battle between Kearsarge and Alabama with a battle star
on the Civil War campaign streamer. Additionally, seventeen sailors aboard the Kearsarge were
awarded the Medal of Honor for valor throughout the battle.501 Although Charles B. Fisher was
not awarded the Medal of Honor, he participated in one of the few ship-to-ship engagements of
the Civil War, in the only combat seen on the high seas between the Union and Confederate
navies throughout the entirety of the war.502
Fisher’s depiction of the battle between the Kearsarge and the Alabama is the most
impressive description in his diary, which highlights the Union crew's enthusiasm, teamwork,
bravery, and pride in their ship and praises the superb maneuverability of the Kearsarge in
combat. It is apparent that the rest of Fisher’s diary was written merely as a series of notes for his
own records, which was common among sailors and soldiers who had a lower level of formal
education. By the end of 1864, Fisher had left the navy and settled in Washington, D.C., where
he obtained a job as a clerk in the Treasury Department. In 1865, he helped establish the First
Separate Battalion of the District of Columbia, an all-black National Guard unit, and was
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eventually promoted to the rank of colonel. His diary was published in 1883.503 Fisher died on 27
January 1903, in Washington, D.C. Fisher left behind two historically valuable mementos: his
diary which was compiled during his naval career and a scrapbook which primarily focuses on
his service in the Washington D.C. Militia.
The diary of Charles B. Fisher is an invaluable source of information that provides, for
the most part, a short glimpse into what took place each day. While the diary does provide
evidence of the monotony of daily life, it also provides a subtle look into his experience as a
black sailor in the Union Navy, which seemed to mirror his white shipmates. Although Fisher's
experience is somewhat different from sailors who remained along the riverbanks in the United
States, there is no clear distinction that his experience was at all, unlike the white sailors who
were part of his crew. Fisher never remarks about being treated differently, including when he
failed to follow orders and was punished, nor does he refer to discrimination or racism
throughout his time in the navy.

William B. Gould
William B. Gould was born on 18 November 1837 to an enslaved woman named
Elizabeth "Betsy" Moore in Wilmington, North Carolina.504 His father, Alexander Gould, was an
English-born resident of Granville County, N.C.505 Gould was enslaved by Nicholas Nixon and
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worked on a large peanut plantation on Porters Neck and at Rocky Point.506 When Gould was
older, he worked as a plasterer at the Bellamy Mansion in Wilmington, North Carolina, and
carved his initials into some of the plaster.507 However, as the Civil War began it brought with it
an increase of danger to Wilmington as the rate of crime, disease, the threat of invasion, and
“downright bawdiness” spread throughout the city.508 As a result, several slave owners left the
city and moved further inland-leaving men like William Gould with an opportunity to escape.
Gould began his diary on 27 September 1862, five days after he escaped, and was taken
aboard the U.S.S. Cambridge, as though he had always kept a diary and it was any other day at
sea as he noted: “At Beaufort, N.C. we coald ship all night until ten Oclock. We then up anchor
hauld alongside the Store Ship (Wm. Badger) for the purpose of takeing more Coal and stores on
board.”509 Gould escaped on 21 September 1862 with seven other enslaved men.510 Together
these seven men rowed a small boat twenty-eight nautical miles, in the rain, dodging Sentries
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that were posted along the Cape Fear River.511 The men waited to hoist their sail until they
passed near Fort Caswell, just as the dawn was breaking on 22 September, as they entered into
the open ocean the Cambridge picked them up and claimed them as “contraband.” That same
morning, two more boats containing friends of Gould were picked up by other Union blockade
vessels, although it is unknown if it was a coordinated effort or just a random coincidence.512 The
men included Virgil Richardson and Ben Greer, whom the U.S.S Penobscot picked up, and
Thomas Cowan, Charles Mallet, and Frank Clinton, whom the U.S.S. Monticello rescued.513
Commander G.H. Scott noted to his superior, “Fourteen contrabands have reached the
Monticello and Penobscot and several the Cambridge within a few days, and as the vessels have
not room for them, will you please direct what disposition shall be made with them?”514
Commander William A. Parker of the Cambridge had made a similar request to Commander Lee
five days before the arrival of the contrabands, proposing the use of contrabands aboard his ship,
if he were to come in contact with any, noting how the contraband sailors were “necessary to
render the vessel efficient. These vacancies have been caused by desertions at Baltimore; and by
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several men being sent home on sick-tickets. Viz:-Two Seamen, Eight Ordinary Seamen, three
Landsmen, one First-Class Boy, one Corporal, and Three Private Marines. Total 18 men.”515
William B. Gould would take the First-Class Boy position aboard the Cambridge after
taking "the Oath of Allegiance to the Government of Uncle Samuel."516A more detailed account
of Gould’s escape and finding of the U.S.S. Cambridge was discussed earlier in chapter three.
Gould’s diary not only adds to the handful of first-person accounts of Civil War service by
African Americans, but it is also conveying concise documentation of the day’s events while at
times not limiting his pen and choosing instead to write eloquent details of events that transpired.
His penmanship is as clear and eloquent as his vocabulary, which is remarkable as slaves
throughout the South were barred from formal education.
The Cambridge served the U.S. Navy as part of the Atlantic Blockading Squadron,
enforcing the blockade of the Confederate coastline and providing Gould with his first taste of
freedom. In his first few months, it was clear the monotony of life at sea, often noted by other
sailors, was felt by him and some members of his crew. Throughout his time on the Cambridge,
he saw combat and chased Confederate ships across the Atlantic Ocean to Europe. In a matter of
five days, the Cambridge along with two other ships had captured four blockade-runners and
chased a fifth ashore.517 On 28 March 1863, Gould went ashore in Boston and transferred to the
U.S.S. Ohio. Gould remained on the Ohio until 29 May 1863 when he came down with the
measles and was taken to the hospital in Chelsea. Gould remained in the hospital until 13
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October 1863 when he was reassigned to the U.S.S. Niagara.518 The Niagara was waiting to fill
its crew when it left its port on 10 December 1863 to chase the Chesapeake up the eastern
seaboard towards Nova Scotia. The Chesapeake had been captured by Confederate sympathizers
from the Maritime Province off the coast of Cape Cod with the plan of re-coaling at Saint John,
New Brunswick before heading south to deliver the ship to the Confederate Navy in Wilmington,
North Carolina.519
The Chesapeake’s captors had some difficulty in Saint John, so they sailed to Halifax,
Nova Scotia, to try and re-coal. The U.S. Navy quickly responded to the attack, although they
violated British sovereignty and international laws when they tried to arrest its captors in Nova
Scotian waters. The U.S. Navy took Chesapeake to Halifax to get clearance for their actions
from the British authorities.520 Chesapeake arrived in Halifax on 17 December, escorted by the
two American warships. Three other warships followed, which had also pursued Chesapeake:
U.S.S. Acacia, U.S.S. Cornubia, and U.S.S. Niagara.521 The events centered around
the Chesapeake were one of the most significant international incidents during the Civil War, as
it briefly threatened to bring the British Empire into the war against the North.522
From 1 June 1864 until the end of the war, Gould would sail with the Niagara to and
around the European waterways in search of Confederate ships. At one point Niagara was
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stalking the C.S.S. Stonewall off the coast of Spain and Portugal and Gould believed “[i]t really
looks as if we are to have [a] fight of some kind.”523 By 3 March, the crew is “almost tired [as it]
waited for the Ram [the Stonewall] to come out.”524 On 15 August 1864, the Niagara finally
captured the C.S.S. Georgia off the coast of Portugal.525 Throughout the European waterways the
Niagara was also on the hunt for the CSS Alabama, the CSS Florida, the CSS Shenandoah, and
the Laurel, but they did not find them. It was not long after, while in Cádiz, Spain, Gould heard
of General Lee’s surrender to General Grant at Appomattox, which was “although a great piece
of good news, made no change in the plans of the commander of the Niagara as the war was not
ended officially.”526 It would not be until 29 September 1865 that Gould and the Niagara would
make it back to port at the Charlestown Naval Shipyard near Boston, where he would receive an
honorable discharge, having risen to the rate of a petty officer as a wardroom steward, after three
years and nine days “in the service of Uncle Sam.”
Gould married in 1865 and spent his first year of marriage to Cornelia Williams Read, his
most faithful wartime correspondent, in Nantucket working as a plasterer.527 In 1871 the Gould
family settled in Dedham, Massachusetts, where William Gould worked as a building contractor
and became a pillar in that community, having worked on several buildings throughout the town,
including St. Mary's Church. Gould was the father of eight children. Their oldest daughter,
Medora Williams, was born on Nantucket, and their oldest son, William B. Gould Jr., was born
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in Taunton. The rest, Fredrick Crawford, Luetta Ball, Lawrence Wheeler, Herbert Richardson,
and twins James Edward and Ernest Moore were all born in Dedham.528 Five of Gould's sons
would go on to fight in World War I, while another would fight in the Spanish American War. A
photo of Gould with his six sons, all in military uniform, appeared in the NAACP's
magazine, The Crisis, in December 1917.529 Gould died on 25 March 1923 at the age of 85. It
would be another thirty-five years before his diary was discovered. The diary chronicled his trips
across the northeastern coast of the United States, the Netherlands, Belgium, Spain, Portugal,
Ireland, and England. It also communicated the perspective of a former slave, who sought to
enlist and fight for the U.S. Navy, fully assured of his place as a member of the crew but more
importantly as a citizen of the United States. William Gould’s diary does not speak of a man who
continually made excuses or held on to the pains of his past, but rather looked to the future and
paved a way for himself, proving himself to his crew and its officers, and rising in the ranks to be
honorably discharged as a petty officer of the United States Navy. After the war Gould continued
to be active in the Charles W. Carroll Post 144 of the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), said
to have “held virtually every position that it was possible to hold in the GAR from the time he
joined [in 1822] until his death in 1923, including the highest post, commander, in 1900 and
1901.”530
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John C. Hart
The diary of John C. Hart has not been published and is believed to remain within the
family. David C. Hart, the grandson of John C. Hart, gave a few talks to the Surry County,
Virginia, Historical Society and Museums, where he talked about his grandfather’s diary and told
the story of his grandfather’s experience in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War. However, most
of the information is not readily available. The Surry County Historical Society did post its
Newsletter and Meeting Notice for May 2003, which provides some information.
John C. Hart was born on 30 March 1846 in Surry County, Virginia.531 John was born to
his mother, Hannah, a slave, but was emancipated on 23 May 1857 according to a May 1857
Court Order that revealed:
Whereas by a decree of the Circuit Court of Surry County made the 13th day of May
1857 in a suit styled "Harts exor: against White & Co:" it appears that John son of
Hannah, a slave who was by the will of Nicholas T. Hart emancipated is entitled to his
Freedom whenever he shall assert the same in a proper manner after the 23rd day of May
1857. therefore on the motion of said John, the court doth order that said John be
registered as a free negroe in the Clerk's Office of this court according to law. And the
court doth further order that an Overseer of the poor in district No. I in this County, bind
out said boy John now about the age of sixteen years, to William P. Underwood, said
Underwood (is to) pay to said John on his arrival to full age the sum of fifty dollars per
annum with legal interest thereon from the end of each successful year.532
According to his diary, Hart enlisted into the U.S. Navy on 15 August 1862 in Jamestown
Island, Virginia, and was assigned to the U.S.S. Aroostook. David C. Hart noted that in his
research, he discovered that fourteen contrabands were taken aboard the Aroostook on the same
day that John C. Hart enlisted. David Hart notes that he was surprised to find his grandfather’s
name among the list of fifteen contrabands taken on by the Aroostook on that same day, which
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David Hart believed to be in error, as his grandfather was a free man at that time. The fourteen
contrabands listed amongst John C. Hart were:

Table 6: Contrabands Discovered along with John C. Hart.
Name
Brown, John
Corner, John
Harris, Albert
Herbert, William
Jones, Moses
Johnson, Nelson
King, Van

Rate
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy

Name
Main, Gilbert
Punch, Alfred
Punch, Junius
Spradley, John
Spradley, Peter
Lee, Wilson
Sam, William

Rate
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy
1st Class Boy

*The surname of "Spradley" was probably Spratley, a well-known name in Surry during this time.

The U.S.S. Aroostook entered the Hampton Roads in April 1862 and engaged in
skirmishes up and down the James River. On 8 May 1862, the flagship Galena ran aground off
Hog Island, and the Aroostook had come to its aid. After 36 hours, the Aroostook and the Port
Royal were finally able to free the Galena. David Hart believed that his grandfather would have
viewed this event and used it to plan their escape. As the Aroostook continued to engage in
skirmishes along the James River, it eventually proceeded to land a party on Jamestown Island
on 9 June 1862. It is believed that these fifteen men continued to watch the movements of
the Aroostook for several days before presenting themselves for enlistment on 15 August 1862.
Lt. Samuel Rhodes Franklin, commander of the Aroostook, asked one of the enslaved fugitives if
he was afraid of being shot for attempting to run away. The man responded, "no," and the next
day, the town of Surry awoke with fourteen fewer slaves, as John C. Hart was technically already
a free man.533
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David C. Hart stated that he came upon his grandfather's history in 1968 when his father
presented him with his grandfather, John C. Hart's diary of his Civil War experiences in the
Union Navy. The diary provides a 153-page account of his naval enlistment in 1862 through
January 1865 when he was discharged. David Hart notes that after his grandfather was
discharged in 1865, he began working in the Navigational Department in Washington, D.C.
under, Admiral Thornton A. Jenkins. Hart had previously served as a Cabin Boy under Jenkins
from December 1862 through January 1865 on the U.S.S. Oneida, the U.S.S. Hartford, and the
U.S.S. Richmond534. Sadly, David C. Hart passed away on 26 September 2007 and was the last
known holder of the diary. It is presumed that it remains within the family. In the future, it would
be of great value to obtain access to the diary, to further understand not only the life and
experiences of John C. Hart but also to determine how, if at all, his perspective differed from the
other two African Americans whose diaries have already been published. The ability to tell his
story will not only provide further insight into the experiences of black sailors during the Civil
War. However, it will also allow his story to continue to be told.
The significance of the existence of these three diaries is invaluable to understanding a
first-hand account of what African American sailors experienced as they served in the U.S.
Navy. While the diaries do not specifically address their reasons for enlistment, they do provide
honest feedback about each of their experiences and their treatment in relation to other sailors.
Each of these men was able to rise to the rate of a petty officer by the war's end. These three
men, despite their prior freedom or enslavement, chose to enlist in the U.S. Navy, served with
valor, were honorably discharged, and went on to live a successful life while continuing to hold
their service to the nation they loved close to their hearts. Additionally, although the sample is
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limited, it appears as though while there may have been individual instances of racism aboard
Union Navy ships, it was not a prevalent ideology accepted or practiced within the U.S. Navy
during the Civil War. These stories help to reveal how the navy provided black men with an
opportunity to serve their country and the ability to do so in an atmosphere of equality,
regardless of their country of origin, religion, status, or skin color.

Medal of Honor Recipients

The Medal of Honor was established by Congress during the Civil War and is the highest
military decoration the United States government presents to members of its armed forces.
Recipients distinguished themselves in the heat of battle, risked their lives, and went above and
beyond the call of duty. Throughout the Civil War, there were 1,523 (33 posthumously) medals
awarded for acts of bravery and gallantry in combat. Of those, twenty-six were awarded to
African Americans, eight sailors in the U.S. Navy, fifteen soldiers of the United States Colored
Troops, and three soldiers of other Army units.535 The fact that black men were even considered
for this award proves that the perception of black men as inferior or incapable changed, as black
men continually proved themselves and their abilities throughout the war. A look into a few
stories of black men who had gone above and beyond the call of duty will reveal their fighting
spirit and their love for their country and fellow sailors and soldiers.
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Robert Blake
Robert Blake was the first black man to earn the Navy's Medal of Honor. Blake was born
a slave in South Santee, South Carolina. In June 1862, the plantation where Blake worked was
burned down during a U.S. Naval expedition, which freed Blake as 400 other slaves from the
same plantation were taken aboard Union vessels and transported to North Island, in Winyah
Bay. Following a request from Commander Prentiss, who had requested twenty men to serve
aboard the U.S.S. Vermont, Blake volunteered and enlisted as a "contraband" sailor.536 Blake
served as a steward for Lieutenant Commander Richard W. Meade III aboard the
U.S.S. Marblehead.537
The event that earned Robert Blake the Medal of Honor, occurred on Christmas morning,
1863. Around 5:00 AM, a howitzer shell, fired by Confederates on John’s Island, hit
the Marblehead, causing Lieutenant Commander Meade III to jump out of his bunk to call for
battle stations. Meade arrived on the quarter-deck, still wearing his night clothes. Blake had
followed Meade carrying his uniform and attempted to help dress the officer as he began
shouting orders. The ship continued to be hit by rebel cannons as they targeted the ship. Blake
headed to the gun deck, but a shell exploded in front of him upon his arrival. Blake was tossed
into the air, bruised but otherwise ok; Blake noticed the explosion had killed the powder boy.
Immediately Blake stripped down to his waist and began filling the role of the powder boy,
running gunpowder boxes to the gun loaders across the ship. During his first combat experience,
Blake remained calm and focused on his self-assigned task.
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As Meade noticed him running around, he stopped Blake and asked him what he was
doing, to which Blake replied, “Went down to the rocks to hide my face, but the rocks said there
is no hiding place here. So here I am Sir.” Following his response, Blake continued to serve
gunpowder throughout the engagement.538 Blake was promoted to seaman following the battle at
John’s Island. Upon completion of his enlistment, Blake re-enlisted, continuing to serve aboard
the Vermont.
On 16 April 1864, Blake was awarded the Medal of Honor. His citation read: “On board
the U.S. Steam Gunboat Marblehead off Legareville, Stono River, December 25, 1863, in an
engagement with the enemy on John’s Island. Serving the rifle gun, Blake, an escaped slave,
carried out his duties bravely throughout the engagement, which resulted in the enemy’s
abandonment of positions, leaving a caisson and one gun behind.”539 Robert Blake, an escaped
slave, and U.S. Navy sailor, was the first black man to be awarded the Medal of Honor, which he
received for choosing to place himself in harm’s way, and step up and help his fellow shipmates
when a fellow sailor had fallen.

Joachim Pease
Although historian Charles Hanna and others have stated that Joachim Pease was born in
Long Island, New York, in 1842. Recently unearthed records in the National Archives reveal that
when he enlisted in the United States Navy as an Ordinary Seaman on 12 January 1862, he listed
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his birthplace as Fogo Island, which most likely referred to Fogo Island, Cape Verde.540 Pease is
commonly documented as having enlisted in New York City, but his actual enlistment occurred
in New Bedford, Massachusetts, where he enlisted as an Ordinary Seamen- meaning that he had
some significant prior experience working at sea. Pease was assigned to the U.S.S. Kearsarge
and served alongside men like Charles B. Fisher, who was discussed earlier.541
Pease fought aboard the Kearsarge during the engagement with the Confederate sloopof-war C.S.S. Alabama on 19 June 1864, which was described earlier in this chapter. Pease was
mentioned in a report on the third division, which stated:
among those showing still higher qualifications I am pleased to name…also Robert
Strahan (captain top), first captain of No. 1 gun; James H. Lee, sponger, and Joachim
Pease (colored seaman), loader of same gun. The conduct of the latter in battle fully
sustained his reputation as one of the best men in the ship.
— D.H. Sumner, Acting Master, June 20, 1864542
The attack lasted an hour and a half, during which, Seaman Pease calmly worked his gun with
accuracy and precision. The No. 2 gun fired at the enemy every four to five minutes, following
each shot Seaman Lee would attempt to cool the gun while Pease would call for more powder
while reloading the gun. Seaman James H. Lee, a white sailor from Buffalo, New York, would
also receive the Medal of Honor for his actions during the same battle. As gunfire and shells
exploded all around the two men, they continued to work together rhythmically keeping the No 2
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gun firing at the enemy. At one point, a Confederate shell landed only a few feet away from the
two men, shrapnel raining from the sky, and Pease continues to call for more powder. “We’ll
show them huh, Jim?” Pease called out to his sponger as they continued to fire at the Alabama.543
The official Medal of Honor citation reads: “Served as seaman on board the U.S.S.
Kearsarge when she destroyed the Alabama off Cherbourg, France, 19 June 1864. Acting as a
loader on the No. 2 gun during this bitter engagement, Pease exhibited marked coolness and
good conduct and was highly recommended by the divisional officer for gallantry under fire.”544
The Kearsarge returned to the United States in 1864, at that time, Joachim Pease’s enlistment
ended, and he was honorably discharged. At that point, he was free to continue his life as a free
man. It is unknown what happened to him after the war, but his Medal of Honor is located at the
Headquarters Artifact Collection, Naval History and Heritage Command in Washington Navy
Yard, Washington, D.C.

William H. Brown
William H. Brown was born in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1836. He joined the U.S. Navy on
23 March 1864. Upon his enlistment in the navy, Brown was assigned the rate of Landsman
aboard the U.S.S. Brooklyn, which served as a part of Rear Admiral David Farragut’s West Gulf
Blockading Squadron.545 The Brooklyn was a formidable fighting ship; with her 10-inch gun and
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twenty 9-inch guns, she could deliver a devastating blow to the enemy. On 5 August 1864,
Admiral Farragut led a squadron of eighteen Union ships, which included the Brooklyn, into the
Confederate-held Mobile Bay. The fleet approached Fort Morgan with Union ships Tecumseh,
Manhattan, Winnebago, and Chickasaw leading the way. A second column consisted of the
Brooklyn and the Octorara.546 Brooklyn carried four chase guns that could fire forward and was
fitted with a device called a "cowcatcher," which was used to remove mines.547 Following behind
were the Hartford and Metacomet, Richmond and Port Royal, Lackawanna and Seminole,
Monongahela and Kennebec, Ossipee and Itasca, and Oneida and Galena.548
It is believed that Brooklyn slowed down during the battle when Tecumseh crossed her
path. Seeing Brooklyn slow down, Farragut asked why she was not moving ahead. The reply
spoke of "torpedoes," which are now referred to as naval mines, being in her path- to which
Farragut allegedly replied, "Damn the torpedoes." There is some debate as to what Farragut said,
as some historians speculate if it occurred at all.549 Others argue that he shouted to Brooklyn,
"Damn the torpedoes! Go ahead!" Men at the battle doubted that any such verbal communication
could be heard above the din of the guns. More likely if it happened, he said to the captain
of Hartford, "Damn the torpedoes. Four bells, Captain Drayton."550 Once he informed Capt.
Drayton, it is believed that he turned to the commander of Metacomet, who was lashed to
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Hartford’s side, “Go ahead, Jouett, full speed.”551 Over time, the phrase has become, "Damn the
torpedoes, full speed ahead!"552
William H. Brown served the shell whip on the Brooklyn, which was a device that lifted
boxes of gunpowder and the decks below up to the gun deck. In the heat of battle, Brown
continued to fulfill his duties, making sure that the guns were continually supplied with powder
throughout the engagement, despite coming under heavy fire. Eventually, the squadron was able
to successfully force a Confederate surrender of both the ships and the defending forts. Four
months later, on 31 December 1864, Brown was awarded the Medal of Honor for his heroic
actions during the battle.
The Medal of Honor citation states that “Brown remained steadfast at his post and
performed his duties in the powder division throughout the furious action which resulted in the
surrender of the prize rebel ram Tennessee and in the damaging and destruction of batteries at
Fort Morgan.”553

Wilson Brown
Wilson Brown was born in Natchez, Mississippi, in 1841. Brown was a slave to James
Surget at the Carthage plantation at the start of the Civil War. He must have escaped because he
enlisted into the U.S. Navy in March 1863 as contraband from Mississippi. Brown was assigned
as a 3rd Class Boy aboard the U.S.S. Hartford, although historian Charles Hanna incorrectly
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states that he enlisted as a Landsman.554 Brown served as part of the flagship of Rear Admiral
Farragut's West Gulf Blockading Squadron.
On 5 August 1864, as the squadron came under fire from Fort Morgan, Fort Gaines, and
Confederate ships, Brown and five other sailors, including John Lawson, worked on
the Hartford's berth deck, loading, and operating the shell whip. As the men ensured the gun
deck was supplied with powder, a Confederate shell exploded amongst them. Brown blew
through a hatch and landed unconscious on the deck below, broke several ribs along his left side,
and was covered by the dead body of another sailor who had been fatally wounded when a shell
burst near him.555 The only other man to survive was Landsman John Lawson. Once Brown
gained consciousness, the two men continued their duties and promptly continued to supply the
gun deck with powder throughout the remainder of the battle.556 William Brown received the
Medal of Honor on 31 December 1864.
Following his discharge at the Washington Navy Yard, Brown returned to Natchez,
Mississippi, where he married Lucinda Brown of Moses Plantation. Lucinda died on 10 April
1886, or 1887 of an unknown ailment. Wilson would later marry Lizzie Ramsey (Brisco) on 21
November 1888. The marriage certificate reveals that Wilson was illiterate, as he did not sign his
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name but made his mark on the marriage certificate. Wilson died on 24 January 1900 at either 58
or 59. He was buried at Natchez National Cemetery near his birth home.557 Wilson had risen to
the rate of 1st Class Boy before his discharge, although his headstone and his Medal of Honor
citation identify him as a Landsman. 558

John Lawson
John Lawson was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on 16 June 1837. Lawson enlisted in
the U.S. Navy from New York in December 1863 and received the rate of Landsman upon his
enlistment. Lawson was also assigned to the U.S.S. Hartford. Like William H. Brown and
Wilson Brown, Lawson fought in the Battle of Mobile Bay. It was during this battle that he
received a deep penetrating wound from several pieces of shrapnel that landed in his leg when a
Confederate shell exploded near him. A medic came to Lawson’s aid and attempted to take him
below to treat his injuries, to which Lawson responded, “The guns must be served first!” Lawson
immediately began to continue providing powder to the gun deck. It was at that time that Wilson
Brown began to gain consciousness, and the two men continued to supply the gun deck with
powder until the battle was over. Despite his wounds, he remained at his post. Lawson was one
of twelve men who were awarded the Medal of Honor that day.559
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After being discharged in July 1865, Lawson returned to Philadelphia, where he raised a
family and worked as a barber and a night watchman for a firehouse.560 John Henry Lawson died
on 3 May 1919 at the age of 81. He was buried at the Mount Peace Cemetery in Camden, New
Jersey. Over time, Lawson's tombstone had become unreadable. During that time, the cemetery
records had been destroyed in a fire, leaving the exact resting place a mystery. On 24 April 2004,
a new tombstone was dedicated to the honor of John Lawson and was placed among seventy-two
other Civil War veterans at Mount Peace. On 24 April 2004, the headstone was dedicated during
a ceremony attended by veteran groups, politicians, several of Lawson's descendants, and local
community members.561

James Mifflin
James Mifflin was born in Richmond, Virginia in 1839. There is not a lot known about
James Mifflin before he enlisted in the U.S. Navy in his home state in April 1864, and he listed
his profession on his enlistment paperwork as a cook. By 5 August 1864, Mifflin was serving
aboard the U.S.S. Brooklyn as the Engineer’s Cook. While “stationed in the immediate vicinity
of the shell whips, which were twice cleared of men by bursting shells, Mifflin remained
steadfast at his post and performed his duties in the powder division throughout the furious
action which resulted in the surrender of the prize ram Tennessee.”562 Mifflin was one of four
African Americans to earn the Medal of Honor during the Battle of Mobile Bay. Mifflin, having
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stood fast and performed his ammunition supply duties despite enemy shellfire, was awarded his
Medal of Honor on 31 December 1865. After Mifflin received his Medal of Honor, he simply
disappears from history. There is no known information regarding his life, family, death, or even
the location of where he was laid to rest.563

Thomas English
Thomas English was a free man born in New York in 1819. At the age of 43, English
entered a 3-year enlistment into the U.S. Navy and was assigned to the ironclad U.S.S. New
Ironsides.564 English rose to the rate of Signal Quartermaster aboard the most powerful Ironclad
warship in the U.S. Navy and may have been the highest-ranked African American enlisted man
in the U.S. Navy at that time.
On 15 January 1865, Union forces of sailors, marines, and soldiers under the command of
Admiral David Dixon Porter and General Alfred Terry took over the North Carolina Confederate
stronghold of Fort Fisher. Fort Fisher had protected crucial trade routes of the port of
Wilmington, North Carolina, since the beginning of the war. The battle for Fort Fisher was the
most decisive battle of the Civil War fought in North Carolina. “When the enemy came out of his
bombproofs to defend the fort against the storming party, the ship's battery disabled nearly every
gun on the fort facing the shore before the cease-fire orders were given by the flagship.”565
English's heroic deed involved repeatedly leaving the safety of the armored pilot house to change
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the signal flags, which were vital to communications amidst the violent storm of shots and shells.
English never received his Medal of Honor, as it was never presented to him. It continues to
remain unclaimed in a drawer of the Navy Museum, Washington Navy Yard, Washington DC.
English signed up for the screw steamer U.S.S. Piscataqua in 1867. The steamer was bound for
the Asiatic Station in Singapore, but on 11 April 1868, English died on board and was buried at
sea.566
Aaron Anderson
Aaron Anderson was born on a farm in Plymouth, North Carolina around 1811 but
moved to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania as a young man. Before enlisting in the navy, Anderson
worked as a cook, and so when he enlisted in the U.S. Navy at the age of 52 on 17 April 1863, he
was given the rate of Landsman and assigned to the U.S.S. Wyandank. His name was incorrectly
entered into the ship's logs as "Sanderson." The Wyandank was a wooden-hulled, sidewheel
ferryboat built in New York City in 1847 that was used as a storeship and as a barracks ship in
support of the Union Navy blockade as a member of the Potomac River Flotilla helping to
maintain Union communications and shipping.567
On 17 March 1865, Anderson served on a mission to clear Matox Creek, Virginia of
rebels who were stealing and smuggling supplies for the South, while hiding in the creeks and
streams. The U.S.S. Don was equipped with a howitzer and seventy men accompanied the ship
on foot along the riverbank. The launch was commanded by Ensign Summer who sat stern and
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manned the rudder. Anderson, along with several other black sailors, was assigned to man the
oars on the boat. Boatswain's Mate Patrick Mullen manned the howitzer.568 Shots were fired
from snipers hiding in the underbrush, but they had fled before fire could be returned. As the
crew continued down the river, they came across four small boats which had been abandoned by
the Rebels. The land force began to destroy the boats, at the same time the launch crew received
orders from the Don to continue down the left side of a fork nearby. The men followed orders,
leaving the ground crew behind, exposing themselves to the enemy.
It was quiet until the launch came around a bend which led into a large body of water that
housed three schooners, anchored along the piers. It appeared that the ships were deserted,
however, a single musket shot cracked through the underbrush, followed by a wave of several
hundred muskets firing at will. Several of the slugs made their way through the gunwales of the
launch. Mullen quickly began to fire his howitzer. Summer commanded his men to “Row!” as
Anderson and the other men began to pull their oars under the heavy barrage of gunfire.
Boatswain Mullen reached down and grabbed three fire-bombs, and while completely exposed to
enemy fire, began to hurl one into each of the schooners, setting all three ablaze. Ensign Summer
redirected the launch back down the creek, as Anderson and the crew attempted to row as
quickly as they could, many of whom tried to bail water that had poured in from the bullet holes,
the others attempted to row with what resemblance of oars were left. Throughout the event, there
was only one Landsman who was slightly wounded. Landsman Anderson and Boatswain Mullen
were recognized for their coolness and courage under fire, having carried out his duties
courageously in the face of a devastating fire which cut away half the oars, pierced the launch in
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many places, and cut the barrel off a musket being fired at the enemy.569 Landsman Aaron
Anderson was awarded the Medal of Honor on 22 June 1865.570 His medal contains the spelling
“Aaron Sanderson.”571
Like many sailors following the war, after Anderson was discharged from the navy he appears to
have disappeared. However, if his name truly was Sanderson, or if he continued to use that name
after the war, he may have returned to Philadelphia.572 If the individual identified as Sanderson
in Philadelphia is the same Anderson, records show that he died on 9 January 1886 of heart
disease and was buried four days later in the former Lebanon Cemetery. It is believed that he was
reinterred in Eden Cemetery in Collingdale, Pennsylvania, which is a historic location for several
African American residents of the Greater Philadelphia, Delaware Valley, and the Southeastern
Pennsylvania area.
Examining the narratives of these nine Medal of Honor recipients, eight of whom served
in the U.S. Navy, reveals they all came from various backgrounds. Some were free before the
war; others were slaves who escaped their enslavement. They served in various capacities aboard
their ships and fought in different theaters of war, some in European waterways while others
stayed closer to home. Still, regardless of their past, each man stepped up in the heat of battle and
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in times of complete chaos, risked their lives for their fellow sailors and soldiers, for the nation
they loved, and for the freedoms that nation was protecting—truly representing themselves and
their units with integrity, accountability, initiative, and toughness.
It is difficult to determine the exact impact that service in the U.S. Navy had on black
veterans after the war. Primarily because naval records were not very detailed or orderly during
that period of history, it is difficult for many sailors to find evidence of their service. For many
sailors, it is difficult to determine their course of action once they were discharged from the
navy, as many were illiterate. Others may have chosen to live a quiet life; perhaps, for many,
their stories have been forgotten or lost over time, or like in the case of John C. Hart, their story
has just not been made public. It is also challenging to determine the level of opportunities that
service in the navy provided for black sailors after the war, as the desires of each sailor varied
greatly. For some, the knowledge, and skills they developed in the navy provided them with
skills they utilized after the war. Men like Robert Smalls, who, after the war, returned to
Beaufort, South Carolina, became a businessman and a politician. Smalls won the election in the
South Carolina Legislature and the United States House of Representatives, funded the
Republican Party of South Carolina, and authored state legislation providing for South Carolina's
first free and compulsory public school system in the United States.573 For others, the only
opportunity they desired may have been to live as free men. While the desires of each sailor after
the war were different, they each had greater opportunities available to them after the war than

573

Cate Lineberry, Be Free or Die: The Amazing Story of Robert Smalls' Escape from Slavery to Union
Hero (New York: Picador, 2018).; Patrick Gabridge, Steering to Freedom (Penmore Press, 2015).; Dorothy Sterling,
Captain of the Planter: The Story of Robert Smalls (New York: Pocket Books, 1972).; Okon Edet Uya, From
Slavery to Public Service: Robert Smalls, 1839-1915 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971).; Tim White,
“Robert Smalls: From Slave to War Hero, Entrepreneur, and Congressman,” The Objective Standard, last modified
June 18, 2020, 2022, https://theobjectivestandard.com/2020/01/robert-smalls-from-slave-to-war-hero-entrepreneurand-congressman/.

221
before. The end of slavery allowed black men to pursue their dreams for their future wherever
they desired without the fear of being enslaved once again.
Paul Laurence Dunbar was born in Dayton, Ohio, on 27 June 1872. His parents were both
enslaved in Kentucky before the war. Dunbar's father Joshua escaped from slavery and traveled
to Massachusetts to volunteer for the 55th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment, one of the first two
black units to serve in the war. He would also serve in the 5th Massachusetts Cavalry Regiment
before the end of the war.574 Dunbar was a writer, having published his first work at age six in a
Dayton newspaper. His poetic treatment of the Civil War and its legacies explore the heroism,
patriotism, and pride of its warriors, the desire for citizenship from African Americans, while
also addressing the pain of death, mourning, and trauma of war. Dunbar was proclaimed by The
New York Times as “a true singer of the people – white or black.”575
Dunbar’s poem “The Colored Soldier” provides an artistic look at the reason why black
men fought in the Civil War, as Dunbar’s poem indicates, black men fought not because they
were asked to fight, but because they could fight. Black men have fought for the freedom that
America promises from the very beginning of its history, and they chose to fight to preserve the
ideals of freedom that they desired for themselves. In this poem, Dubnar juxtaposes the winning
of battle with the winning of freedom that the end of the war brought to all black men, women,
and children as he writes:
If the muse were mine to tempt it
And my feeble voice were strong,
If my tongue were trained to measures,
I would sing a stirring song.
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I would sing a song heroic
Of those noble sons of Ham,
Of the gallant colored soldiers
Who fought for Uncle Sam!
In the early days you scorned them,
And with many a flip and flout
Said “These battles are the white man’s,
And the whites will fight them out.”
Up the hills you fought and faltered,
In the vales you strove and bled,
While your ears still heard the thunder
Of the foes’ advancing tread
Then distress fell on the nation,
And the flag was drooping low;
Should the dust pollute your banner?
No! the nation shouted, No!
So when War, in savage triumph,
Spread abroad his funeral pall—
Then you called the colored soldiers,
And they answered to your call.
And like hounds unleashed and eager
For the life blood of the prey,
Sprung they forth and bore them bravely
In the thickest of the fray.
And where’er the fight was hottest,
Where the bullets fastest fell,
There they pressed unblanched and fearless
At the very mouth of hell.
Ah, they rallied to the standard
To uphold it by their might;
None were stronger in the labors,
None were braver in the fight.
From the blazing breach of Wagner
To the plains of Olustee,
They were foremost in the fight
Of the battles of the free.
And at Pillow! God have mercy
On the deeds committed there,
And the souls of those poor victims
Sent to Thee without a prayer.
Let the fulness of Thy pity
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O’er the hot wrought spirits sway
Of the gallant colored soldiers
Who fell fighting on that day!
Yes, the Blacks enjoy their freedom,
And they won it dearly, too;
For the life blood of their thousands
Did the southern fields bedew.
In the darkness of their bondage,
In the depths of slavery’s night,
Their muskets flashed the dawning,
And they fought their way to light.
They were comrades then and brothers,
Are they more or less to–day?
They were good to stop a bullet
And to front the fearful fray.
They were citizens and soldiers,
When rebellion raised its head;
And the traits that made them worthy,—
Ah! those virtues are not dead.
They have shared your nightly vigils,
They have shared your daily toil;
And their blood with yours commingling
Has enriched the Southern soil.
They have slept and marched and suffered
‘Neath the same dark skies as you,
They have met as fierce a foeman,
And have been as brave and true.
And their deeds shall find a record
In the registry of Fame;
For their blood has cleansed completely
Every blot of Slavery’s shame.
So all honor and all glory
To those noble sons of Ham—
The gallant colored soldiers
Who fought for Uncle Sam!576
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